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The church at large in North America faces shrinking congregation sizes and
attendance with estimates that forty-million young people who were raised in Christian
homes could walk away from faith by 2050 (The Great Opportunity Study). The
underlying problems the church faces are weak relationship structures and weak
discipleship methodology. We do not have the kinds of relationships that are sustaining
Christians into deeper wholeness and holy living— freedom from sin inwardly and
outwardly. Our structures are at best getting people saved and serving, but not sanctified
within. Our current practices are not simple, sustainable, and vulnerable enough to create
the most conducive environments for growth and inner transformation as disciples.
This research addresses the experience of nearly two hundred college students
who participated Seedbed Discipleship Bands model at Asbury University in the Fall
semester of 2018 with regard to the impact they experienced in terms of connection with
themselves, with one another, and with God. The primary argument of this research is
that people are most fractured at the level of relationship, relationship with themselves,
with God, with each other, and with creation. Therefore, it is in and through intentional
and beneficial relationship that people become whole and healed. The deep need is for
trusted, honest, vulnerable connections with a few other individuals with whom the
person can experience confessional community.

The findings suggest that overall students experienced strong connection with one
another and found a safe place where they could be vulnerable without being judged.
Additionally, as a post intervention project, this research notes several ways the model
might be improved upon.
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CHAPTER 1
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter aims to introduce the topic for a model of micro-group spiritual
transformation created by Seedbed called Discipleship Bands. After a personal
introduction, the chapter discusses the problem regarding discipleship, specifically in
North America. The next section discusses the purpose of the project and how it interacts
with students at Asbury University and lists the specific questions that help to gain access
to the transformative potential and suggested best practices of discipleship bands.
After the chapter lays these foundations, it defines key terms used in this project,
names the delimitations for the research, summarizes relevant literature, and describes
research methods. Lastly, this chapter outlines the type of research, the participants, data
collection methods, and data analysis used in the research study. It concludes with
generalizability that briefly discusses how this project might be helpful in other contexts.
Personal Introduction
I grew up in a relatively rural community outside Yarmouth, Nova Scotia Canada.
When I was nine, my parents began to be involved in a local church for the first time. For
me this was a strange new world because up until that time, I did not know a single other
family who regularly attended church. This reflected the larger culture in Canada at the
time with less than ten percent of the population attending church. We began involvement
at church shortly after both of my older brothers were arrested and sentenced to serve
time in youth detention centers. Looking back ,we were certainly in crisis both financially
and interpersonally. While we, perhaps, had a felt need for God as a family, I myself did
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not have that felt need — I only knew that family life was chaotic, often violent, and
filled with what I would now describe as toxic shame.
What happened for me in those early days at church was a friendship. I met a boy
my age named Daniel. Daniel's father was the associate pastor of the church. More than
what a nine-year-old would pick up from a church service, what I perceived internally
was the stark contrast between Daniel’s home and that of my own. His home was
peaceful, loving, and clean. My home was aggressive, avoidant, and messy. His parents
spoke to one another in kindness, while my parents screamed at one another. In Daniel’s
house I slept peacefully and in my home I slept restlessly. Perhaps it would be easy to
dismiss my early experience of God as the contrast of a heathy home versus an unhealthy
one, but the contrast opened up deep curiosity in me.
At breakfast one morning Daniel’s father asked me if anyone had ever shared
about Jesus with me before. I answered that I had heard his name but did not know
anything about him. His father very simply explained the gospel to me, but there was one
phrase above all the others that stood out to me — “When you invite Jesus into your heart
he will forgive and cleanse you from all of your sin, or anything bad you have ever
done.” If I heard nothing else, I really wanted that. I was abused as a child both
physically and sexually. The ongoing need for healing from that reality has been a strong
focus of mine from about age twenty until the present day. The experience of shame and
the feeling that at my core I am bad, deeply flawed, and unlovable was pervasive in me.
The thought that Jesus would forgive me was such a relief. That day when I prayed with
Daniel’s father, I felt like my insides became new. I had a radical conversion experience

Benjamin 3
at nine years old. I experienced new birth, that God loved me, and that my life would
forever be changed.
I share this story with this much detail for two primary reasons: First, justification
by faith and new birth in adoption as a dearly loved son of God is not only what I firmly
believe in, it is what I deeply experienced. Second, while I rode the wave of my new faith
as best I could at nine and ten, I was not in any formal structure of discipleship which
ultimately led to my falling away from church and Christian fellowship within just a few
short years. In those early years (9-13) I often read the Bible but understood only a little.
In addition, I had a profound experience of being filled with the Holy Spirit in a prayer
service at ten years old. In some ways this only added to the many questions I had for my
pastor. I was alive in Christ, filled with the Spirit but had very little opportunity to grow
in community. I believe John Wesley expresses well my own experience when he wrote:
I was more convinced than ever that the preaching like an Apostle,
without joining together those that are awakened and training them up in
the ways of God, is only begetting children for the murderer. How much
preaching has there been for these twenty years all over Pembrokeshire!
But no regular societies, no discipline, no order or connection; and the
consequence is, that nine in ten of the once awakened are now faster
asleep than ever. (Wesley, Journal, 287)
While I had an experience where I was truly awakened in those years from age 9-13, I
was fast asleep and felt more lost than ever by fourteen when my parents and I moved to
Bangor, Maine. I had a strong belief in God, and I believed I would come back to Him
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someday, but I had nothing to anchor me in faith and community. My parents stopped
attending church, and I sought acceptance with my peers as the highest priority.
The second major phase of my journey began at eighteen. I became friends with a
brother and sister whose parents had recently become Christians as adults while attending
a relatively new church plant through the Wesleyan Church. In those days, while my
friends bemoaned attending church, I genuinely wanted to join their parents in attending.
Much was confused for me in in those following months but I felt the Spirit wooing me
back to Jesus. I loved church, I loved the people, and I deeply wanted to restore my
journey with Christ. That year I continued to struggle with a divided heart. I lived one
way throughout the week and another way on Sundays. Two things stand out from this
season: First, while I was excited to be in church, and they were excited to have me, there
was absolutely no formal path to help someone like me to grow. I was beyond high
school youth ministry, believed in God, was hungry for him, but had no path to follow to
grow beyond attending church services. They were eager to get me involved, so I served
on the worship team but continued to feel like I was struggling in my day-to-day life.
Second, at one point in this season I felt the need to meet with my pastor. I was
struggling with what I was reading in the Bible and I was under conviction of sin and did
not know what to do with it. As we met together, I confessed a particular sin I was
struggling with. As I look back on it now, I am surprised with what I experienced. My
pastor basically said that while he appreciated my honesty, that I did not need to tell him
those things. Thus, I ended up feeling deep shame in having confessed sin to my pastor. I
was not sure if I embarrassed him in my honesty, or if he was essentially saying, “That is
just to be kept between you and God.” Nonetheless, what troubles me today is that my
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pastor was ill equipped and unable to help me wrestle with sin. Additionally, he seemed
to have no concept of his priestly calling to affirm forgiveness upon the confession of my
sin. When the Spirit of God is working in the life of a young believer there will be
conviction of sin. This is part of the ordo salutus (order of salvation). It was the Spirit’s
work of sanctification, but I neither had the practical help to work out my salvation, nor
did I have a clear pathway for how a person is to become a disciple and follower of Jesus
Christ.
The third major phase of my journey came in the discovery that if a person who
was college age wanted to go deeper in faith and the Bible, there was an option to pursue
a degree from a Bible College or Christian University. This was a strange and foreign
concept to me, but I began to clearly sense a calling toward ministry. I had no idea what
that meant, but I pursued attending Kingswood University, a small Wesleyan Churchbased school that focused entirely on ministry education. For the first time in my life, I
was in an environment where I could ask questions. I could wrestle with my faith,
theology, scripture, and praxis. I thrived in this environment. I went from an unmotivated
1.8 grade point average (GPA) in high school to a straight A student. After graduating
with a BA in Religion with an emphasis in church planting, I did not feel ready to enter
ministry officially. My mentors suggested seminary and specifically Asbury Theological
Seminary.

I arrived as a newly married student in Wilmore, Kentucky at 23 years old in
2003. I discovered therapy in those years. I also discovered recovery communities like
Celebrate Recovery. Both were incredibly helpful. The classroom was a great place to
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explore theology and Bible, and friendships were kind and supportive, but I had not
found the church to be equipped to handle my inner struggles with my past hurts, hangups, and habits. To this day, I have found more practical transformation in the wisdom of
Alcoholics Anonymous, Celebrate Recovery, healing groups and retreats, and one-on-one
therapy than I have in local church communities. The church today still seems illequipped to touch the deeper parts of me — to enter what I now call depth-discipleship.
The fourth phase of my journey came as I entered vocational ministry. My first
ministry position of seminary was at George Fox University as the Director of
Discipleship and Worship Arts. Practically speaking, I helped oversee our chapel worship
teams, helped train our student small group leaders, and offered general pastoral care and
mentoring to students. From my experiences in both formal education and the local
church there was no question that people are convinced that transformation and
discipleship happen better in circles instead of rows. The small group was held up as the
single place where one could study the Bible, grow as a follower of Jesus, and receive the
kind of care and community that would be needed to sustain that growth. I had read at
countless books about this topic. I trained leaders regularly with the best practical
wisdom I could offer, and I myself have attended every kind of small group I could
participate in.
The problem I faced again and again was that the groups never seemed to live up
to my hopes. I of course found friendship and social connection. I found several of the
group studies we used helpful in understanding certain topics. If I am honest, I did not
find within them the kind of honesty reflected in recovery communities where it seemed
that people felt the safety to confess and share deeper parts of themselves. Yet, in
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recovery communities I often felt out of place as well. I did not have a raging addiction to
a substance or alcohol. I did not have a specific addition to pornography or some sexual
sin. I had a slew of general struggles with everyday life with eating habits and self-care. I
struggled with a short-temper, attitudes, and with negative self-talk and shame. I
struggled in marriage with being a connected and consistent husband and in parenting
with being a good father. Where does one go for this kind of support? Where does one
go when they want to keep growing and be transformed in deeper grace across the many
seasons of their lives? Where does one go when they face ongoing struggle and sin—
when you sense that most Christians around you are either much more healthy and holy
than you, or they have simply gotten more sophisticated in hiding their brokenness?
Enter phase five — the discovery of the Band Meeting. I had heard of John
Wesley’s band meetings and class meetings in a class or two in seminary, but I did not
really understand the difference between them and assumed that they were simply what
small groups had become. However, in 2014 I was involved with helping Seedbed put on
their very first New Room Conference. I left this conference with a desire for deeper
discipleship. I wanted deeper fellowship and deeper work of the Holy Spirit in my life. It
was as if I discovered that right under my own nose, in my own tradition lies a certain
discipleship genius alongside a deep desire for the ministry of Holy Spirit. I did three
things after leaving this conference. First, I read Radical Wesley by Howard Snyder.
Second, I started a band - I really did not know what I was even doing, but I grabbed two
guys in my church who I knew were committed to Jesus and wanted to go deeper and we
just started meeting weekly. Third, I told JD Walt who is the founder and leader of
Seedbed that I was all in. I wanted to give this next phase of my ministry to helping build
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this message through New Room and specifically that there was a deep well in bands and
that I wanted to dig into that well.
Seven years later New Room conference has grown tenfold and along with it a
small but consistent growth in interest and hunger for what we now simply call
Discipleship Bands. Along the way JD Walt and I took what we saw as John Wesley’s
classic model of band meeting and experimented, modified, and iterated on it. We wrote
a practical field guide, then practiced in our own band for a season. We then got feedback
from users, modified a second version of the booklet, and continued to practice ourselves
and try to help others get started. Then in 2018 we pressed in again and wrote version
three of the practical field guide. We even went on the road in 2018 holding New Room
Gatherings in five cities in the Southeast and held up this model of Discipleship Bands as
the main topic of our day with about 1500 pastors and ministry leaders along the way.
Our call was simple and heartfelt: we encouraged pastors and leaders that if they did not
have this kind of tight-knit, honest, vulnerable friendship with at least a couple of others
we implored them to begin that practice in their own lives. We were not trying to create a
program for people to implement in their churches, we were trying to cast a vision for a
way of relating to one another that we hoped would flow into their churches organically.
We also deeply acknowledge that we were building upon the work of countless others
both historic and contemporary.
The purpose of this personal introduction was to establish that for me this pursuit
is first and foremost a personal one— I want to grow into all that Christ has for me and I
have been relentless in finding the pathways for that pursuit. Second to this, has been a
deep desire to help the church corporately discover a context and way of relationship that
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sustains growth into deeper levels of Christian discipleship. These pursuits are what gives
the background of all that will follow below.
Statement of the Problem
The problem faced systemically about the state of discipleship in North American
is a massive and complex topic. In an attempt to focus on the issue two major problems
will be discussed: First, weak relationships structures and second, weak discipleship
methodology.
Weak Relationship Structures
We do not have the kinds of relationships that are sustaining Christians into
deeper wholeness and holy living— freedom from sin inwardly and outwardly. Our
structures at best are getting people saved and serving, but not sanctified within.
Therefore, addictions are flourishing, thin or fractured relationships are the norm, and
frail discipleship is expected. Church goers are often passive participants of religious
goods and services provided by professionals. Many Christians feel their growth is stalled
or flatlined or declining. “The success of the gospel of Jesus Christ rises and falls on the
strength of the relationship among his followers.” (Walt, 7).
Weak Discipleship Methodology
Our current structures are not simple, sustainable, and vulnerable enough to create
the most conducive environments for growth and inner transformation as disciples.
Wherever, sustained growth as disciples suffers, so suffers the Great Commission and
making of disciples and all organic outward growth in evangelism, mission, and
movement. The lack of growth of disciples keeps the gospel and the kingdom from
flourishing on earth.
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Barna research focused on how Americans assess their own faith development
and progress around “ten transformational stops.” This study involved a random sample
of over fifteen thousand people of all faiths and the findings are astonishing. Essentially
89% of those surveyed range from stop one, being unaware of sin, and stop five, being
busy in church activities. The vast majority seem to get arrested in their faith
development at church activity, because only 9% describe themselves in stop six,
experiencing holy discontent, or stop seven, being broken by God. Only 1% fit the
category of stop eight, surrender and submission. Stop nine, having a profound love of
God, and stop ten having a profound love of people each received only .5%.(Raymond,
29-30). Loving God with all we have and loving others as we love ourselves was what
Jesus described as the greatest commandments (Matt. 24:34-40). This research makes it
clear that most people believe they are sinners in need of a savior, but many get stuck at
the level of busying themselves in church activities and never take the journey down into
deeper depths of discipleship and formation.
The second study confirms similar findings. This was the landmark Reveal Study
which was conducted at Willow Creek Community Church in 2004, but then went on to
include more than one thousand congregations and 250,000 congregants completing the
survey over the next four years. There was a foundational hypothesis carried by Willow
in those days that, “Increased participation in church activities — small groups, weekend
worship services, and volunteering — increases a person’s love of God and others”
(Hawkins and Parkinson 16). The assumption was that church activity equaled spiritual
growth. This study crushed those underlying assumptions and revealed the following hard
to swallow realities specifically worth noting here:
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First, “Church activities do not predict or drive long-term spiritual growth” (18).
While church involvement does assist people in the early stages of spiritual growth,
spiritual practices of prayer and bible engagement have much greater impact on spiritual
growth long term. This leads to the second finding, “Nothing has a greater impact on
spiritual growth than reflection on scripture…specifically to reflect on scripture for
meaning in their lives” (19). Third, a significant number of people attending our churches
have yet to make a commitment to Christ even after attending for more than five years.
Perhaps even more startling is that the longer they attend church in this “stalled” state of
formation they are even less likely to accept Jesus as Lord and savior (19). Lastly, the
research finds that one in four attending our churches describe themselves as stalled and
dissatisfied in their faith development (20).
Weak relationship structures and weak discipleship methodology together are
massive contributors to the weakened and shrinking church of twenty-first century in
North America. Most sincere Christians today are not at all satisfied with what the church
is offering as avenues for healing and transformation. Thus, most people have placed
more trust in therapy, self-help, recovery communities, and the next best health trends,
than in “the Gospel of Jesus Christ as the singular, yet comprehensive solution to all that
is broken in our lives and in this world” (Walt, 12).
These problems are addressed through a biblical and theological lens of fractured
relationships through the fall, and the discussion centers around the issue of the
restoration of the image of God. After addressing historic models and influences on
discipleship with particular focus given to transformational micro group experience, the
discussion looks to some contemporary models to bring support and focus to this type of
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discipleship group experience. Lastly, the project explores ten challenges the current
church faces with regard to discipleship and how an approach such as a Discipleship
Band takes those challenges seriously.
Purpose of the Project
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the effective best practices and
transformational potential for Asbury University students who have been participating in
Seedbed’s model of Discipleship Bands after a period of three months.
Research Questions
To focus on uncovering transformative potential and best practices, the following
research questions were aimed at Asbury University students experience with
Discipleship Bands:
Research Question #1
What were students experiencing that would indicate the transformational
potential of participating in a Discipleship Band with specific regard to deeper
understanding and connection with self, God, and others?
Research Question #2
What best practices and potential obstacles did the students identify regarding the
discipleship band model?
Research Question #3
How did the findings of transformative potential and best practices inform
Seedbed's model of Discipleship Bands and Asbury University's implementation of the
model?
Rationale for the Project
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There are a variety of reasons why this research is of significance to both local
churches and Christian universities with regard to discipleship and formation.
The first surrounds the most basic and foundational reality we face as human
beings. What is true of us? At the core foundation of this project is an attempt to address
a core assertion that people grow in proportion to their willingness to become honest.
This can be seen most succinctly at the very foundation of the biblical narrative of the fall
of Adam and Eve and humanity in Genesis chapter 3 where the text outlines some key
categories in the manner in which we are fallen – deception, fear, shame, blaming, and
hiding. The confrontation of God to Adam brought an opportunity to unveil the truth
through confession. God asks Adam, “Where are you?” Adam replies “I was afraid
because I was naked; so I hid” Adam experienced shame. God goes on to ask who told
him he was naked and if he had disobeyed his command. Adam answers by blaming eve.
God asks Eve “What is this you have done?” and then Eve blames the serpent (9-13 New
International Version). Both Adam and Eve in this biblical account failed at the point of
honesty. God already knew what they had done – they were not going to fool Him. Yet in
their brokenness they tried to hide themselves, protect themselves, and blame someone
else. They did not confess. They were not honest. Even still we see in the narrative that
their sins had both consequences and compassion. They were consequences of death and
of toilsome labor that bore little fruit for the effort and consequences of pain not only in
childbirth, but pain in relationships.
While they are banished from the Garden, God does not banish them from their
relationship with Himself – their maker. The reality is that God is still asking of all
descendants of Adam these questions which have become the foundations for two of the
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five key questions asked in a discipleship band. “Where are you” becomes “how is your
soul?” And “what is this you have done” becomes “Is there any sin you want to confess.”
Both are aimed at creating a safe place for someone to be honest about where they are,
and what they have done.
So how does honesty address the foundational “why” of this project? The reality
is that we do not have the relational frameworks, structures, and trust in place within
most local churches to create a context where people can be honest about the true state of
their souls, their struggles, and their sin. This creates communities where we encourage a
form of spirituality that attempts to love God while hiding from ourselves, from one
another, and from God. This project attempts to answer how something as basic and
simple as honesty is missing from the very core of the church’s discipleship structures.
The lack of honesty creates a structure where every teaching, sermon, program, small
group, and study can focus on giving the disciples propositional truths that often do not
result in practical transformation of the life and heart of the disciples. Many in the
churches are like the Samaritan women at the well in chapter four of John’s gospel —
pretending to others to be better than they actually are. A core assertion of this project is
that until Christians can become honest with themselves, God, and others about where
they actually are and what they actually struggle with they will be arrested and stalled in
their faith development.
The second reason why this project is significant surrounds the issue of local
churches and Christian universities not having structures that are safe enough and small
enough to allow someone to be known deeply. The structures that are available, namely
counseling and mental health centers, cannot keep up with the demand nor do people
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have the funding to receive such services regularly. This project will primarily address
college students aged 18-22 for two reasons. First, Generation Z (those born between
1996 and 2015) according to Swan in Psychology Today, are plagued with higher levels
of anxiety, depression, and suicidal thoughts than any generation which proceeded them.
Having a place that is safe, structured, and small to process life’s challenges is essential.
Brown notes in the Chronicle of Higher Education that the demand at counseling centers
on university campuses has skyrocketed over the past decade, and that campus
counseling centers cannot keep up with the demand of students seeking treatment.
It is not within the scope of this project to suggest that Discipleship Band
structures can replace the prevalent need for mental health services among university
students or the larger population. However, it is within the relevant scope of this project
to report that Discipleship Bands at Asbury University have contributed to support the
mental health of students as a first line of defense. Students have individuals in their lives
with whom they can talk, process struggles, and even share deeper sins and secrets and
who will listen to them and pray for them. This structure of having 2-3 other individuals
in a person’s life to support and nourish spiritual growth is largely vacant in today’s
discipleship programs. This project attempts to amplify the practical need for this safe,
structured, and small context for spiritual growth.
The third reason that this project is significant surrounds the unsustainable and
confused nature of small group structures. When we began engaging Asbury University
in conversation and training around Discipleship Bands, their on-campus small groups
had dwindled in numbers and participation drastically from 2010 to 2018. Small groups
tend to have leaders. These leaders need significant training and often need to spend
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significant time preparing for the small group. In addition, that leader is responsible for
reminding everyone when and where to meet, and helping the group determine what day
and time will work for everyone’s schedule. The larger the group is, the more demands
that are placed upon the leader. Additionally, as fewer and fewer small group leaders feel
equipped to lead a group in traditional Bible study and prayer, more and more small
groups rely on video driven curriculum to take the demands and pressure off the leader.
As this happens, this project, affirming the writings of Kevin Watson, asserts that
groups become more focused on their curriculum than on each other. The net result is that
small groups become less and less transformative and more about taking in more
information. The problem faced across church, university and culture is not one of
content. Today’s Christians are the most resourced Christians who have ever walked on
planet earth. One search of any topic on Google or You Tube will confirm this. Christians
do not suffer from a lack of content. They suffer from a lack of connection. They suffer
from not having the types of relationships and groups structures that promote spiritual
growth. It is not the intent of this project to suggest that the efficacy of small typically
mixed gender groups of 6-14 are not viable and needed places of growth and relationship.
Rather it is the intention of this project to suggest that the churches have a much missing
and needed dimension of their spiritual formation structures, namely the micro same
gender group approach of 3-5 persons. This approach within Seedbed’s model is called a
Discipleship Band. It is a modernized adaptation and experiment from what John Wesley
and the Methodists called the Band Meeting.
The fourth and final reason for this project is to explore the need and nature of
connection for Christian discipleship. Christian disciples need to connect and know
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themselves, to connect and know others deeply, and to connect and know experientially a
relational interaction with the Triune God. While connection has become a prevalent
buzzword of the day, it will be within the scope of this project to be specific about the
practical aspects of connection. How does one connect with oneself? Does the
discipleship band structure bear fruit in this attempt? How does one connect with others?
Does the discipleship band aid in accomplishing this? How does one connect with God?
Does the research project surrounding a discipleship band substantiate spiritual growth in
connection to God in any measurable way?
Definition of Key Terms
This project has several key terms that are used with regularity or at least with a
specific intended meaning or context. Here is a list of key technical terms with some brief
definitions to help the reader navigate this project.
Seedbed
Seedbed is an organization birthed within Asbury Theological Seminary and
based in Franklin, TN whose mission is to gather, connect, and resource the people of
God to sow for a great awakening. For full disclosure, I am employed full time at
Seedbed and give considerable attention to the work and co-creation of the discipleship
band model alongside Seedbed’s founder John David Walt.
Discipleship Band
Seedbed defines a discipleship band as “a group of three to five people who read
together, pray together, and meet together to become the love of God for one another and
the world” (Benjamin and Walt 4).
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Transformation
For the purposes of this project, the term transformation is not intended to be used
in terms of personal growth or change originating and initiated by mere human effort or
will. Rather, transformation is always as persons are in partnership with God’s grace and
the movement of the Holy Spirit. We are being transformed or “conformed to the image
of his son” (Romans 8:28). Or as 2 Corinthians 3:18 says, “But we all, with unveiled
face, beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed into the same
image from glory to glory, just as from the Lord, the Spirit.” In other words,
transformation always involves a change or formation which has the end result of being
more like Jesus in his image and his character. We become more like him in both what he
has and what he does. We begin to reflect him. Our brokenness and malformation
become healed and whole. In many ways, transformation involves becoming more human
or humane: that is to say, human in the fullest sense of the word, human as God intended
us to be created.
Connection
This term too can be used in a variety of ways. The intention of this term is not
simply to convey the joining or uniting of two separate parts. Rather connection with self,
with others, and with God is meant to convey that something of the broken image of self,
of relationships, and with God is being restored. One can feel connected in a variety of
ways to a variety of things - both healthy and unhealthy. For this research connection is
being used in a positive sense as a mark of growth towards wholeness and integration.
One way to think about this is through the lens of the Christian doctrine of original sin.
Wesley makes it clear in teaching about original sin that our human nature has been so
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completely corrupted that we have no chance at all at goodness in ourselves or in our
thinking apart from God’s intervening grace. (Wesley, The Sermons of 10). This sin itself
creates disconnection with God, with ourselves, and with others (our neighbors). While
the term community might seem fitting in the context of a discipleship band, this research
intends to show that it is in the combination of connection to self only by grace,
connection with others which is a means of grace, and connection with God Himself that
the disconnection is mended and made right. Connection is meant to convey something of
being integrated, whole, re-created in God’s image, and full of the grace and love of God.
Delimitations
This study was conducted with a group of university students at Asbury
University in Wilmore, KY. The sample size was a group of about 200 students who
enrolled and were briefly trained in Seedbeds model of Discipleship Bands in the fall of
2018. Students were both male and female and ranged in age from 18 to 22 year old.
Students were first introduced to Discipleship Bands through the office of Spiritual Life
under the leadership of campus chaplains Greg Hasseloff and Jeanie Banter. The
participants were predominantly Caucasian, though some other races were included in the
larger sample.
The decision to work with this group came down to a matter of sample size and
practicality. Though hundreds of churches across multiple denominations are
experimenting with discipleship bands, Asbury represented the strongest launch of a
discipleship bands program. The choice to be a part of a band was completely voluntary.
The bands were facilitated by students with students. In other words while the leadership
at the university equipped the students to participate, they neither mandated their
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attendance, nor required specific leaders to lead them. Out of a student body population
of approximately 1000 students roughly 250 students signed up expressing interest to
learn more and participate in a band.
Being in proximity to the campus and having been a part of supporting the launch
with the leadership of Asbury University gave an ideal opportunity to begin to ask
questions. What could research about discipleship bands from students in terms of ease of
adoption, understanding of the model, and perceived impact on spiritual growth reveal
after three months? Could the research learn from the barriers or challenges the students
faced to getting started or sustaining this practice? Could the research indicate the best
practices for adopting this model into other contexts and communities such as local
churches or others Christian college campuses?
While the intended target of this research was to promote discipleship bands as a
viable model for spiritual growth across the span of generations in local churches, it
became apparent that narrowing the focus down to a tighter demographic and context was
needed. Utilizing a student body population at a liberal arts university created the
opportunity to have a sample group across a variety of denominational backgrounds, and
a demographic of people with a widely varied experience levels in terms of Christian
discipleship and maturity. Lastly, while the research assumes that those in a discipleship
band desire to grow spiritually as followers of Jesus, it did not assume that participants
were specifically training for Christian vocational ministry. These students will broaden
out across many vocational fields post-graduation. Thus, the focus is on everyday
followers of Jesus growing as disciples. Discipleship bands, or for that matter John
Wesley’s model of the Band Meeting have often been interpreted as only being suitable
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for “advanced” Christians. Showing forth the efficacy of a discipleship band on a
university campus conveys that one could be very young in their faith or experience and
still find this model helpful and fruitful.
Review of Relevant Literature
The body of relevant literature for this research spans many categories. First and
most prominent is the large body of research and writing around the topic of Christian
formation and discipleship, particularly those which focus in on small group
transformation in the context of community.
Second, research trends about the state of discipleship in the church are
significant. Therefore the research included a variety of studies of discipleship of recent
areas such as Willow Creek’s Reveal Study and the current state of the church using
relevant Barna research, and the future trends regarding the church such as the Pinetops
Foundations work called the Great Opportunity.
Third, because the discipleship bands model is an adaptation from John Wesley’s
band meeting and before that the meetings he observed from the Moravians under the
leadership of count Nicolas van Zinsindorf, it is essential to give historical context to
both the creation and fruit of this model in early Methodism such as Keven Watson’s
PhD research and subsequent publishing of the work Pursuing Social Holiness. Also
relevant is literature about other communities that have tried to revive and practice
similar approaches such as Greg Ogden’s research and writing around groups that he
calls triads and quads, Neil Cole’s work on life transformation groups, and the work of a
Baptist leader named Robby Gallaty who borrowed heavily from John Wesley in the
creation of discipleship groups (D-Groups) in Replicate Ministries and beyond.
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Theological and biblical texts regarding the Image of God, relationships, sin,
confession, the nature and order of salvation, the role of prayer, and sanctification were
important sources.
Resources on recovery communities, and why they lend themselves to
transformation were important. One can look no further than the wisdom of what
Alcoholics Anonymous call the Big Book to see that there is something transformative
happening in recovery communities that seems worthy of learning from and applying to
the model of discipleship bands.
Lastly, small groups touch on relevant topics in sociology, phycology, and
neuroscience. Part of the relevant research has to do with malformation. How do sin,
family of origin, attachment issues, trauma, and the like impact our ability to give and
receive love and relate to others? Texts around attachment theory, about the nature and
impact of trauma, along with some studies of group dynamics contributed to this research
but may not be directly cited. In terms of a framework of understanding where there are
gaps in our relational infrastructures Joseph Meyers work on spaces of belonging in his
book The Search to Belong were foundational.

Research Methodology
Type of Research
This research project was designed as post-intervention. It involved a select group
of students from Asbury University who were trained and experienced the launch of an
existing Discipleship Bands program. While I am not a student at Asbury University, I
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have been a co-creator of the core content and structure of the discipleship bands model.
An important outcome of this research was to test both the comprehension and
experience of young participants who are new to this experience in the hope to improve
future launches and best practices of discipleship bands in other communities.
Additionally, I and others at Seedbed wanted to better understand the transformational
impact this experience has on participants.
Participants
To determine the effectiveness of discipleship bands, the participants chosen for
this study were Christian students attending Asbury University in the fall of 2018. This
group was chosen because of the relatively large group of 250 initial participants who
were all in a similar age and stage life and to some degree faith development. The benefit
of a younger demographic was that the participants did not need to unlearn years of group
formation experiences in order to attempt something new. Except for the occasional small
group discussions in high school youth programs, most of these students had never been a
part of a group formational experience. They also represented a rather even split between
male and female, and a tight age range of 18-22 allowed the research to focus on some of
the discipleship dynamics facing Generation Z.
Instrumentation
Two researcher-designed data collection tools were utilized. First, all 200 participants
were invited to answer a 35 question survey. Seventy-seven students started the survey,
and 65 completed it. The last three questions of the survey were designed as open-ended
questions. This instrument elicited mostly quantitative data, with a small sampling of
qualitative data in the open-ended questions. Second, focus groups were conducted with
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pre-determined questions of students who indicated on the survey that they would be
open to participating in a focus group interview. Of the twenty-five who indicated they
would be willing to participate, sixteen students were interviewed in three separate
groups of four to six participants. Before interacting with participants, an expert review
of both the survey and focus group questions was achieved.
Data Collection
The survey was conducted and collected electronically via Survey Monkey, an
online platform for designing, implementing a survey, and analyzing the data. Invitations
to participate in the survey were sent out via email from the leadership in the Spiritual
Life department to only those students who had formed and participated in a discipleship
band on November 30th. Over the course of the next week 77 participants started the
survey with an 87% completion rate for a total of 65 students who filled out the entire
survey. On December 15th I came to the campus of Asbury University and conducted
focus group interviews with structured questions. See Appendix 1 for a list of the
questions. Three groups of students were interviewed for a total of 16 participants. The
interviews were audio recorded via an i-phone and then transcribed using Go Transcript.
Data Analysis
To determine the transformational potential and best practices for Seedbed’s
model of discipleship bands, this study included analysis of the survey and openended
questions conducted in the focus group interviews with the Asbury University student
participants. The investigation involved identifying areas of transformation, strengths of
the model, as well as areas of improvement. Areas of improvement span training,
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launching, and sustaining best practices of the model. An expert researcher in the area of
analyzing quantitative data assisted in creating points of connection in the data.
Generalizability
While this project focused in on discipleship bands among a demographic of
university students on a Christian liberal arts campus, the basis of the project was aimed
at how easily the model could be understood and adopted. How were the students
impacted in terms of spiritual growth? What could be learned in terms of best practices
for discipleship bands going forward? This project has direct transferability to other
university programs, particularly those with a strong emphasis on spiritual life and
formation within their program or other schools in the Council of Christian Colleges and
Universities (CCCU). The larger scope of this project’s intent was to say that if this
project was simple and replicable enough to use with a college student demographic, then
it may be simple and replicable enough to use with any demographic. With that being
said, I recognize that this demographic may be hungrier for authenticity and vulnerability,
and thereby it may be easier to encourage the to participate.
Also, this demographic does not have as much history with other types of groups
which could stand as a potential barrier. Lastly, this demographic does not have as much
life history with all the potential hurts, habits, and hang-ups that may accompany life
experience. Therefore, it is likely that older demographics might be more timid to jump
into something where confession of sins and secrets are part of the model. Seedbed and I
have been learning from the implementation in local church communities, and because
this is a post-intervention project, it intends to bring relevant research findings and
improvements to the whole of the discipleship bands model.
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Project Overview
The purpose of this research was to study the transformational impact and best
practices of Asbury University students participating in Seedbed’s model of discipleship
bands, using a survey and focus group interviews with participants who were in
discipleship bands for a period of 3 months in the fall of 2018.
Chapter Two reviews relevant literature through Biblical, theological, and
historical perspectives to establish solid principles supporting the model and best
practices of a discipleship band. Relevant literature in the fields of sociology, phycology
and change dynamics are also reviewed. Chapter 3 presents the research methodology as
it relates to both the quantitative survey instrument and the qualitative focus group
interviews use to answer the three research questions. Chapter 3 also discusses the
number and type of participants and the kinds of instruments used for data collection and
analysis. Chapter 4 reports the projects findings based on the answers given by the
students who participated in the online survey and the in person focus group interviews.
Chapter 5 summarizes the analysis and conclusions brought from interpreting the data,
gives potential applications in different contexts, and identifies potential modifications
needed for the discipleship bands model moving forward.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter outlines several key aspects about both the biblical and theological
implications for the need human beings have to be in right relationship with God with
particular emphasis on the healing dynamic necessary in human relationships to restore
the divine image of God. After covering biblical topics such as creation, the fall, and
fracturing of relationships, this chapter will weave concepts of biblical theology
regarding the problem of sin, the Trinity, and salvation through justifying and sanctifying
grace. It will then move into matters of ecclesiology about how the church becomes
agents of restoration through incarnation, the impartation of the Holy Spirit, and God
inspired fellowship with other believers.
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The chapter addresses historical matters impacting movements of discipleship
from the early church including Celtic Christianity, Pietism, and pre-reformers, then on
into the Moravian Church and early Methodism. From there it will explore factors
negatively impacting relationships and disciples making paradigms of the twenty-first
century. It will then address the problem of “weak relationships” and “weak discipleship”
methodologies mentioned in chapter one. The chapter will end with a brief exploration of
some contemporary models aiming to address some of these challenges of discipleship in
the church today and concludes with literary support for the research design and a
summary of the chapter.

Biblical and Theological Foundations
Created in God’s Image
The Bible makes clear from Genesis 1 onward that human beings were created by
God with a special purpose. The opening chapter of scripture tells the story of a cosmos
created and ordered on behalf of the persons He created. Human beings are the
centerpiece of God’s creation. In contrast, other ancient Near Eastern creation accounts
from a similar era often told stories of gods who created the world for their own pleasure,
where human beings were made as a mere afterthought often for the purpose of slave
labor. This stark departure from the common creation stories of the day with such
emphasis on human dignity and intimacy with the Creator would have been stunning to
its hearers (Walton and Matthews 29; O’Connor 40).
The distinguishing mark upon human beings which separates them from all other
creation according to the composer of Genesis is that “God created humankind in his
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image” (1:27). While much is said about the possible nature of what it means to be made
in Image of God (Imago Dei), scholars have a wide disparity of interpretations. Some
suggest physical characteristics like walking upright or being able to speak, others say
humans are like God in their substance or ability to reason, and still others move towards
humans’ function in God’s commission for them to have dominion (O’Connor 39).
Kathleen O’Connor emphasizes that Genesis itself does not directly support any of these
in the text, but rather points to the immense dignity given to all humans by making them
to reveal something of God (40). Joel Green on the other hand, while agreeing that too
much is often placed on some physical attribute or function, points instead to humans
being fundamentally relational. That is, the distinguishing mark of human existence as
relational in nature, in contrast to other creatures, is the whole of human existence and
not merely some part or segment of it (62-63). Human’s relational capacity in its entirely
is what it means to reflect God's very own nature. Undergirding humans’ relationality, is
that humans are the only created beings which God speaks to directly, and only humanity
is given the divine vocation “to subdue” and “to have dominion” over the earth (Gen.
1:26, 28). In this vocation, humans are not to exploit nature, but rather to understand their
created order and strive for coexistence and cultivation of all life in the land (Green, 6162).
The Image of One God as Three Persons
When in search of the core essence of what sets human beings apart, many
twentieth century theologians including Karl Barth, Emil Brunner, and Dietrich
Bonhoeffer regard trinitarian personhood as the key to understanding human begins as
made in the image of God (Seamands, 35). The biblical commentaries and early church
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Fathers do not all agree on whether “Let us make humankind in our image” (Genesis
1:26), was intending to refer to the Triune Godhead directly. Most accept that to look
back on this ancient text and find hidden meaning in it would not be opposed to the
whole biblical cannon, but it probably was not understood as Trinitarian to its ancient
audience. In simplicity, the Trinitarian nature of God had not yet been fully revealed in
scripture and salvation history through the Incarnation. The original audience may have
believed the plurality of “us” referred to God and his divine assembly of angels
(Longman, Genesis 36). Or that, “Let us” indicates divine dialogue as in God is
addressing himself because he has a Spirit who is both with him and distinct from him at
the same time. This then along with the reference to the “Spirit of God” hovering over the
waters in 1:2 are the first glimmerings of Trinitarian revelation (Hughes, 36). The whole
cannon of scripture reveals that there is one God in three distinct persons— Father, Son
and Holy Spirit. Thus, God’s image given human beings is to bear resemblance or be an
icon to the self-giving love that exists in the community of the Godhead.
In summary, what it means to be human in the biblical account of creation is not
merely the substance of human beings including reason, will, and intellect, nor just
functional role as in the God given vocation to have dominion, but rather the entirety of
human nature is embedded in a relational aptitude that reflects that of God’s own
Trinitarian nature. Humans are made with the innate capacity for relationship to God, to
self, to one another, and to the created order. All four interconnected relationships reflect
God’s image. When taking up the broad issue of the nature and value of human
personhood, what is addressed is an issue that touches virtually every other aspect of
Christian belief (70).
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Created in and for Relationships in Four Directions
The creation account in Genesis points to a core longing within every human
being. This core longing is for deep and satisfying relationships. Humans know this
because they were created in God’s image. God made human beings to exist in
relationship with himself and with one another (Ogden, Discipleship xii).
Before considering the impact on humanity through the introduction of sin, it is
helpful to reflect on the description of creation in Genesis 2. Four primary relationships
can be seen to have been established in creation; First, Relationship with the land— “The
Lord God took the man and put him in the garden of Eden to till it and keep it” (Gen.
2:15). Implicit in this relationship is the stewardship of all created things including plants
and animals. According to Snyder, if men and women reflect God’s image in the primary
sense, it is the created order that reflects God’s image in the secondary sense (Snyder,
Asbury Journal 20). Second, Relationship with others— “It is not good that man should
be alone; I will make him a helper as his partner” (Gen. 2:18). This relationship with
others characterized by Adam and Eve is described in a manner of oneness as seen by the
phrase, “Bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (2:23). Third, Relationship with self—
Adam and Eve were “naked and were not ashamed” (2:25). While this statement is said
of both Adam and Eve, the aspect of being without shame speaks to inward peace and
wholeness in which a person is so free that they bear no shame inwardly. It could be
conceivable that prior to the fall human beings were so connected to God, integrated
within themselves, and connected to creation, that they did not even conceive of a self
apart of the created order. Lastly, Relationship with God Himself— this is represented by
God speaking to Adam (Gen. 2:18) and later in the anthropomorphic representation of a
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God who walks in 3:8, “They heard the sound of the Lord God walking in the garden at
the time of the evening breeze”. This language is meant to convey supreme relational
intimacy with God present prior to the entrance of sin into the world.
These four primary relationships established in the Genesis creation account are
not only foundational to the unfolding biblical narrative but also have immense
implications for a holistic view of discipleship. To fully comprehend formation, one must
consider God’s initial intensions for humanity, alongside the consequences of humanity’s
sin and failure. This will be supported below through what Francis Schaeffer called the
four alienations (or deaths) that resulted through the fall of humanity.
The Fall and the Fracturing of Relationship
God created man and woman in healthful harmony with himself, with each other,
and with the created world. They were at peace, shalom, with God, with themselves,
with each other, and with the plants and animals God had made. In the garden "the man
and his wife were not only not ashamed to be naked; they also were not uncomfortable"
(Van Dyke, et al. 90). Quoted by Snyder from an unpublished paper by Sandy Richter
she wrote, "This was the ideal plan for a world in which [humanity] would succeed in
constructing the human civilization by directing and harnessing the amazing resources of
the planet under the wise direction of their Creator. Here there would always be enough,
progress would not necessitate pollution, expansion would not demand extinction"
(Snyder, Yes in Christ 102).
Sin, however, brought disruption in the relational universe in a fourfold sense. As
Francis Schaeffer pointed out years ago, human disobedience brought alienation between
humans and God and as a result an internal alienation within each person (alienation from
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oneself), alienation between humans, and alienation from nature (Schaeffer 66-68). These
are the spiritual, psychological, sociocultural, and ecological alienations that afflict the
whole human family. All derive from sin, and all distort God's good purpose in creation.
Therefore, they are all concerns of the gospel of reconciliation which help clarify the
church's mission and agenda. They are ultimately what Christian discipleship aims to
restore through the redemptive work of Jesus and the cross.
The Fracturing of Relationship Played out across Scripture
The fracturing of these relationships can be seen across the entirety of Scripture
beginning with the fall in Genesis 3 and beyond. To illustrate, consider a brief survey of
the unfolding narrative of scripture with Shaeffer’s framework in mind through three
significant moments in the early biblical narrative. In some ways all three stories contain
representative similarity to the original fall narrative in Genesis chapter 3 (See Table 2:1
below).
The significance of the golden calf incident cannot be overlooked in scripture. It
is not simply another of many accounts of human sin and failure. Janzen notes, that the
golden calf narrative, “Is in the story of Israel as a covenant people, what the fall (of Gen.
3) is in the story of humankind: an act that defines Israel’s character as rebellious, just as
the fall defined humanities persistent tendency as rebellious” (410). Victor Hamilton calls
Exodus 32 the account of Israel’s “original sin” and fall from grace (556). While there are
echoes of the fall narrative that can be found indirectly in other places in scripture, the
golden calf story is referred to in both Testaments directly at least five times (Alexander
& Baker, 776). For example, in Psalm 106:20 “They exchanged the Glory for an image of
a bull…they forgot the God who saved them.” In the dramatic speech of Stephen prior to
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his stoning in Acts 7:39-41, Stephen tells how the people refused to obey and turned their
hearts back to Egypt so that, “God turned away and gave them over to the worship of the
heavenly bodies.” (See also Deut 9:8-14; Neh 9:19-21; 1 Cor 10:7.)
Table 2:1 Fall/Flood/Golden Calf
Alienation From
God

Alientation from
Self

Alienation From
Others

Alientation from
Creation

The Fall

The entrance of
sin and
subsequent
banishment from
the Garden
lessens the
access and
intimacy
humanity had
with God (3:8,23)

Awareness of
shame,
inclination to hide
from God, and
blame others
(Gen 3:10-13)

Enmity in
relationship
between man and
woman (Gen.
3:16) and
Cain killing Able
(Gen. 4:8)

The Ground is
cursed, Adam will
toil to produce
food, and they
are banished
from the Garden
(Gen. 3:17, 23)

The Flood

God causing the
flood and being
grieved over
having ever
created humanity
because of their
wickedness Gen.
6:6

Noah’s gets
drunk and lies
naked in his tent.
Instead of owning
it, he lashes out
at others Gen.
9:21

Noah’s cursing
his Grandson
Canaan
seemingly over
his own shame of
having gotten
drunk and being
seen naked. Gen.
9:25

God destroyed
much of the earth
through the flood,
but then gave it
back to Noah
calling him to
steward it again
Gen. 9)

The Golden
Calf

The people
turned away from
their trust in God
(and Moses) and
asked Aaron to
make them a god
they could follow
(Ex. 32:1)

Instead of Aaron
owning his sin of
of leading the
people into this
action, he blames
the people (Ex.
22-24).

As punishment
the Levites kill
three thousand
people by sword
(Ex. 32:27-29

The people were
struck with a
plague because
of what they did
with the calf EX.
32:35

Like the fall, the calf-idol incident illustrates the dramatic consequences of sin. In
both, there is alienation from God and others, and there is blame-passing. Consider the
steep decline of humanity presented in just the first eleven chapters of Genesis: from
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willful disobedience with the forbidden fruit, directly to committing fratricide with Cain
killing Able, then to the confusion of languages at Babel when humanity tries to “make a
name” for themselves (Gen. 11). Sin subverts relationships that God intends for family
and society, and even extends its consequences to nature itself. Sin confuses, destroys,
and corrupts.
The Cannon of Scripture and the Problem of Sin
Beginning in the Pentateuch and stretching all the way through the cross of Jesus,
to the redemption of all things in Revelation, punishment for sin does not get the last
word. This calf-idol incident illustrates how Moses, in a foreshadowing of Jesus himself,
becomes the intermediary asking that God would relent from extreme measures of
punishment. Intercession by Moses, just like the later sacrifices by the priests at the
temple, made a way to bridge and heal the alienation brought on by sin. The working out
of the human dilemma of sin is the Bible’s central subject across the salvation narrative—
which finds its ultimate solution in Jesus and his atoning sacrifice on the cross
(Alexander & Baker, 777).
The entire biblical narrative of the Old Testament can be seen as pointing towards
God’s ultimate rescue of his people— to save them from their sins and restore the
fractured relationships brought on by the consequences of sin. From the rescuing of Noah
and a few of his family members, to the covenants with Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, to the
exodus of God’s people from slavery in Egypt, continuing with the covenants made with
Moses and David, the Levitical laws, the atonement practices, and on to the warning of
the prophets—God’s plan was a rescue plan. Even the exile of God’s people to a strange
land pointed toward God’s desire to restore harmony between God and his people,
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between people and people, and ultimately bring inner-peace through forgiveness. The
consequences of a people restored in their primary relationships create a re-embracing of
the call to love others and to steward creation. Snyder says, “God intends the church as
the body of Christ to be his healing, missional, Trinitarian community on earth, and the
New Testament shows how.” (Snyder, Salvation Means 186)
The Church as Agents of Restoration through Relationship and Fellowship
This section is intended to touch on several key passages that have served to
undergird the research questions for the project with particular attention given to deeper
understanding and connection to self, God and to others. To this point, the biblical and
theological review has served to reinforce the idea that humanity is helplessly fractured at
the deepest place possible—our relationships. This section explores what appears to be a
succinct and perhaps a bit prescriptive description in the book of Acts of what the people
of God as the Church do, and what it looks like when a group of people experience new
birth in Christ and begin supporting one another in Christian fellowship. After looking at
the birth of the church Acts chapter 2, the section explores various biblical passages that
support healing in and through relationships and gives particular support to the
Discipleship Bands model specifically—Matthew 5, 1 Corinthians 15:45-49, Ecclesiastes
chord of three strands, Colossians 2:2-3, Hebrews 10, James 5:8, 1 Corinthians 12-14,
John 17:20-21, and Ephesians 3.
From the point a person receives justifying grace, there is a waking up that brings
a new birth and a new access to our relationship with God through the Holy Spirit. This is
and always will be the starting place. It enlivens our awareness of God however faint or
accurate that awareness may be. However, as stated in chapter one, it is the common
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experience for followers of Jesus to get stalled in their faith development after justifying
grace and often get plateaued in faith development while busying themselves in the
activities of the church. As much as people do not want to admit it, they have often
drifted back to sleep. Their awareness of God, themselves and others has slowly numbed
back down to a comfortable slumber. Anthony DeMello says, most people prefer to be
stay asleep. They do not want to wake up, because waking up is painful. We think we
want to see, but in fact we do not. Just as heart surgery is painful but life saving, waking
up is painful but life saving (2-4).
The Birth of The Church
A closer look at the passage of Acts chapter two teaches much about the church’s
beginnings. Here the story is told of when the Holy Spirit came on Pentecost. Those days
tens of thousands of Jews from both Jerusalem and the diaspora were in the city of
Jerusalem to celebrate the Feast of Weeks which was held seven weeks Passover.
Intersecting this gathering, a much smaller group of disciples of Jesus were in Jerusalem
fifty days after the resurrection of Jesus. On that day 120 people were gathered and
praying in an upper room when the Holy Spirit came with the sound of a violent wind.
They were all filled with the Spirit and began speaking in other languages (Acts 2:1-37).
Keener suggests that the disciples likely made their way to the temple, reminding
us that up to 75,000 people could be gathered in the temple courts. This affirms the idea
that thousands of people could have seen the disciples filled by the spirit and heard
Peter’s sermon. With 3,000 people repenting on this day, many more thousands of people
likely heard the message and did not respond. One could find this reminiscent of the
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preaching of George Whitefield who could be heard by up to thirty-thousand people
without a sound system. (Keener 141-142).
As Peter began to address the crowd, he summarized the story of Jesus— his life,
death, and resurrection. Explaining that Jesus, now sitting at the right hand of God, has
poured out the Holy Spirit on his people which is what they were now seeing and
hearing. This first sermon leads the Jewish seekers to be “cut to the heart” and to ask a

vital question,“ What shall we do” (Acts 2:37)? Peter replies that they must “repent and
be baptized” (Act. 2:38). Later in verse 44 they are called “believers” so not only did the
people repent, but they believed. They repented and were baptized “in Jesus’ name” and
by his authority. In acknowledging Jesus’ claims, his doctrine, and having given
themselves to his service they were saved. All this was on Jesus's merits alone (Stott 78;
Alexander 85).
Those who repented and believed received two free gifts from God— the
forgiveness of their sins and the gift of the Holy Spirit, which Stott says is to “regenerate,
indwell, unite and transform them” (85). Interestingly, Chrysostom in one of his sermons
on this passage seemed to scold the church for having fallen into making people “speak
cold words” and “contrive delays.” In other words, he seemed to be saying that when
people are under conviction, baptism does not need to be delayed. They were cut to the
heart and they needed to respond. They did not know all that they were signing up for,
but they were touched by God and they said, “Yes!” (Martin and Oden 36). Historically,
immersion baptism was applied only to Gentiles, but amazingly Peter demands a
conversion no less radical for his own Jewish people who now must turn to Israel’s God
and the divinely appointed king and messiah, Jesus (Keener, Acts 972).
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In addition, Acts 2 gives a small window into what happened among the people
who become followers of Jesus that day. That group of no less than 3120 believers,
Devoted themselves to the apostles’ teaching and to fellowship, to the
breaking of bread and to prayer. Everyone was filled with awe at the many
wonders and signs performed by the apostles. All the believers were
together and had everything in common…And the Lord added to their

number daily those who were being saved. (Acts 2:42-44, 47b)
Of particular significance to this project are the activities and practices to which
the believers devoted themselves: (1) To the Apostles teaching (Scripture), (2) to
fellowship, koinonia - which will be addressed below, (3) to the breaking of bread.
communion, and (4) to prayer. The outcomes are also extraordinary: Signs and wonders
occurred; radical generosity transpired; and their faith was so contagious that other
people were coming to saving faith and joining them daily. One of the key aspects of any
movement according to Breen are practices simple enough to be repeatable, reproducible,
and multipliable. He sometimes says simple, portable, and repeatable (Breen, loc. 793).
One of the challenges in todays church is the great complexity leaders face in
running a modern day, often multi-staff enterprise, with all the needed technologies and
websites. In a macro sense we seem to have lost touch with the basics as we reach to
grasp the complexity. Yet God’s people are still desperate for sound biblical teaching and
hungry for the word, for fellowship, and for prayer. One of the core aspects of
discipleship bands is a simple and actionable framework: A discipleship band reads the
word together, prays together, meets together for fellowship), and sows together by
serving and loving others (Benjamin & Walt, 17-20).
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The Restoration of Relationship through Jesus Alone
The New Testament can be seen as the God’s better solution to the age old
problem of sin. The restoration of the fracture in our relational universe could not be
alleviated through a human solution. This was demonstrated clearly across the whole of
the Old Testament. Not even Moses as an intermediary between God and God’s enslaved
people, however called and anointed that person might be (Ex. 33:16); nor a priest
through ceremonial atonement and sacrifice (Lev. 4:20); nor a king who was a man after
God’s own heart (1 Sam. 13:14); nor a prophet such as Joel calling God’s people to
return to him with all their heart (Joel 2:12) could ultimately restore the fractured
relationship brought through sin. Not even the law given by God himself was ultimately
sufficient for redemption. All these aspects of salvation history were pieces pointing
toward God’s ultimate plan, but they were forerunners at best.
When Jesus steps into public ministry in the account Matthew’s gospel he
declares “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law or the Prophets; I have not
come to abolish them but to fulfill them” (5:17). The key to understanding this text lies in
what Jesus meant by “fulfilling” the law and prophets. Many find the contrasting tension
between the two verses in Matthew 5:19 and 20 to be disturbing. On the one hand verse
19 seems to be concerned with those who have a tendency toward claiming that the Old
Testament laws are no longer relevant and can be dismissed, in line with Paul’s teaching
on “freedom from the law.” While on the other hand the author of Matthew then flips to
an opposite tendency in verse 20, that is to try to emulate the pharisees and scribes with
stringent observance of the law as if nothing had changed with the coming of the Messiah
Jesus (France, 181). This contradiction begs us to ask, how it can both true that the Law
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is not invalidated, yet Jesus exercises liberties with it by adding, subtracting, and even
substituting for it (Witherington, 126).
Ultimately, the Apostle Paul in his letter to the Corinthians puts the pieces of the
puzzle together for us. Just as through one man, Adam, sin and relational fracture entered
the world, so too would one man, Jesus, restore the relationship and show us how to heal
the fractures by bearing again more fully the image of the God in our lives. Paul writes,
So it is written: “The first man Adam became a living being”; the last
Adam, a life-giving spirit. The spiritual did not come first, but the natural,
and after that the spiritual. The first man was of the dust of the earth; the
second man is of heaven. As was the earthly man, so are those who are of
the earth; and as is the heavenly man, so also are those who are of
heaven. And just as we have borne the image of the earthly man, so shall
we bear the image of the heavenly man. (1 Corinthians 15:45-49)
In Adam people bear the image of original sin. In Jesus the image in humans of the
“heavenly man” — God himself is restored. Paul is clear, all are sunk in the inheritance
from the early man. Without Jesus they will never have the fractured image of God
restored in them.

Jesus as the Central Aim of Discipleship
The issue at hand for any disciple seeking to follow Jesus falls somewhere in this
tension: to understand what it is that Jesus calls us to be obedient to his commands and
laws in tension with the reality that we will all fall short of keeping those commands
(Rom 3:23). All human beings from Adam and Eve to people living on earth today stand
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deeply in need of the saving grace of Jesus through repentance and baptism and
justification by faith. They need to be filled with the Holy Spirit to live out those
commands (Acts 2:38), and they need the support and fellowship of other believers to
live out that life (Acts 2:42). The entirety of this project aims on asking how a follower of
Jesus practically lives out this call to a life of discipleship or following Jesus.
This is what Jesus does in the rest of the text of Matthew 5. He shows his
disciples which portions of the law still apply, and which laws have already fulfilled their
purpose. One cannot read Matthew 5 without hearing clearly that Jesus gives his disciples
a high standard of living a righteous life to enter his Kingdom. As one unpacks the
passages regarding murder, adultery, divorce, retribution, and love of enemies— it
becomes apparent that Jesus is deeply concerned about the root causes in the heart such
as anger or lust, as well as his disciples learning to “work out your [their] salvation,” in
their actions (Phil. 2;12). Jesus is concerned with both the root cause of sin and that his
followers are empowered to be able to live it out. Jesus is talking about justifying and
sanctifying grace (Witherington 127).
So, what did Jesus mean by “fulfilling” the law and prophets? The Torah or Old
Testament is not God’s last word to his people, it was rather a provisional word, looking
forward a time of fulfillment through the Messiah (France, 183). Jesus was both
demonstrating his high view of scripture and giving a strong warning that without
transformed hearts all would be lost. The religious establishment will not save you. Not
even the best offering of human piety is enough. Nothing short of the radical
transformation brought through what Wesley called a new birth can enable one to live as
a disciple. Just as Jesus says in John 3:3-5 “I tell you the truth, no one can see the
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kingdom of God unless he is born again…born of water and the Spirit” (Keener 111113).
Justified Alone, Sanctified Together
While the discussion has addressed the possibility of justification and new birth in
Christ alone, it has not addressed what the scriptures say about believers living out an
obedient life of discipleship practically. The reality is that it is simply impossible to live
the Christian life to any level of thriving without the intentional support and guidance of
other Christians in one’s life.
JD Walt says, “While we are justified alone before God, we will only be
sanctified together. Christian maturity is not a solo journey, but a community process.
This is the reason for so much arrested development in our faith—we think we can go it
alone. We cannot” (Walt, 10). There are so many places across scripture that exemplify
and affirm the need for deep relationship. Consider the intimate friendship of David and
Jonathan described so deeply that, “The soul of Jonathan was knit to the soul of David,
and Jonathan loved him as his own soul” (1 Sam. 18:1). Paul taught followers of Jesus to
“encourage one another and build one another up” (1 Thess. 5:1) and to “bear on another
burdens” (Gal 6:2). Paul called followers of Jesus to deep empathy, saying, “Rejoice with
those who rejoice, weep with those who weep” (Rom. 12:15). The writer of Hebrews
asked the believers to, “let us consider how we may spur one another on toward love and
good deeds, not giving up meeting together, as some are in the habit of doing, but
encouraging one another” (Heb 10:24-25).
It is not uncommon for people to talk about a “cord of three strands” to encourage
people to journey together through life, the passage in Ecclesiastes reveals even deeper
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meaning. The book of Ecclesiastes is part of the wisdom literature of the Bible. In chapter
4 the author is speaking about various aspects of activities which are meaningless and
speaks of a man who is all alone. He had great wealth but no relationships. The author
says, “Two are better than one, because they have a good return for their work: if one
falls down, his friend can help him up…a cord of three strands is not quickly broken”
(Eccl. 4:9-12). Longman believes that while lots of interpretations such as Trinitarian

implications have been inserted into this text, and although Ambrose saw Christ as the
one who lifts one out of the pit, a better understanding might be found here (Longman
140). The benefits of companionship over loneliness and the point of the three-strand
chord is the strength that can be gained through human relationships.
Basil, The Great spoke of the dangers of a solitary life, not only because left to
themselves a person cannot discern their own defects, but because as solitaries they
cannot live out the greatest command to love one another. The one in solitude
experiences the truth of the writer of Ecclesiastes, “woe to him that is alone,” especially
in that the hungry will not be fed, nor the naked clothed by the one shut off from others.
He is not saying one should not practice solitude, but that part of the very commands of
Jesus necessitate engagement with others (Oden and Wright 237-238). In summary, a life
in community is far superior in every way to a solitary existence. To the writer of
Ecclesiastes there is no place for individualism and self-reliance in his thought-world
(Heim, 82).
People need the strength and encouragement of other people in order to activate
and live the life that Jesus calls his followers to live. It cannot be done alone. It is the
very sin nature within people that keeps them drifting back to a solitary life. Wesley is
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famous for saying, “‘Holy solitaries' is a phrase no more consistent with the Gospel than
holy adulterers. The Gospel of Christ knows no religion but social; no holiness, but social
holiness” (Wesley, Hymns and Sacred viii).
Confession as Key to Sanctification
A deep gap of confusion exists in the church today surrounding confession and
receiving forgiveness. When people receive justifying grace, there is an act on the part of

the convert to confess the totality of his/her sin to Jesus, the only one who can save them.
In justifying grace, converts are assured forgiveness. However, the common sentiment in
the twenty-first century protestant church is that all one must do is keep taking his/her
sins back to God in prayer, and he will forgive them. Most assuredly the Bible tells us
that this is true. 1 John 1:9 says, “If we confess our sins, he is faithful and just and will
forgive us our sins and purify us from all unrighteousness.” Will God hear our
confession and forgive us? Yes, He will.
There is, however, a failure of ecclesial understanding at this point. Bonhoeffer
says that Christ became our brother in the flesh in order that we might believe in him—
in Jesus the love of God comes in person to the sinner as God incarnate (111). In the
presence of Christ all the hiding and misery of being a sinner was confronted. By the
Holy Spirit Christ is still doing this. However, Bonhoeffer goes on to explain that in
John’s Gospel Jesus empowered his people, the church across the ages, with the authority
to live out this reality for others when Jesus said, “If you forgive anyone’s sins, their sins
are forgiven; if you do not forgive them, they are not forgiven” (John 20:23). Therefore,
Christ inaugurates the beginnings of the church as he bestows upon his followers the
ability to stand in Christ’s stead on this matter. Bonhoeffer says,
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Christ became our Brother in order to help us. Through him our brother
has become Christ for us in the power and authority of the commission
Christ has given to him. Our brother stands before us as the sign of the
truth and the grace of God. He has been given to us to help us. He hears
the confession of our sins in Christ’s stead and he forgives our sins in
Christ’s name. He keeps the secret of our confession as God keeps it.

When I go to my brother to confess, I am going to God. (111-112)
This call toward confessing sins one to another is also seen clearly in James 5:16
where it says, “Therefore confess your sins to each other and pray for each other so that
you may be healed.” The issue at hand is healing. It is in bringing one’s sin into the
witness of another follower of Jesus where the one who has sinned can be prayed for, and
where the person can receive both forgiveness and healing from God. It is within
confession that the believer can breakthrough not only to freedom but to community.
People tend to think that freedom comes solely through the act of being forgiven, but
freedom, as has been established through this portion of the biblical and theological
literature review, comes in and through relationship. Sin wants a person to be left in
isolation, and it withdraws people away from people. This is the nature of sin. The more a
person is isolated the more sin will have power over him or her. It is however, as sin can
be brought into the light in safe and honest fellowship that we experience freedom and
healing (Bonhoeffer, 112). These are the weighty biblical and theological matters that
form a foundation for the practice of a Discipleship Band.
Historical Foundations - Early Church Through John Wesley
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This section weaves a trail not across the whole of Christian Church history, but
rather through some historical moments across the church where widespread
transformation of persons took place with particular attention given to micro-group
spiritual formation and highly relational structures. Some refer to these periods of history
as movements back to primitive Christianity or as Wesley called it in a sermon title just
plane, “Scriptural Christianity” (Wesley, The Sermons of 233). After the briefest of
comments on the early church from AD 34 to 313, the section looks at Celtic Christianity
of the fifth century. It then turns to the impact of John Wycliff, Jan Hus, and Phillip Jacob
Spenser on what would become the Moravians of the early 18th century, and then lands
squarely on Wesley and the early Methodists as a launching point for micro-group
spiritual formation.
The Early Church (AD 32 to 313)
The early church clearly held “koiononia” (Acts 2) and tight-knit house churches
as a central part of their nimble structures. The early church had a decentralized structure
throughout much of the first three centuries during what Alan Hirsch calls the “Apostolic
and Post-Apostolic era” (60). The church existed on the margins of society, was largely
underground, and was viewed as illegitimate by the Roman Empire. Their grassroots
movement grew quietly as persecution and illegality made it impossible for them to fully
establish themselves with institutional structures. This led to explosive growth and
necessitated small and micro-group communities and networks of cell churches in order
to disciple and train leaders as ministers of the gospel (60).
Early church growth authority, Rodney Stark, estimates that by AD 100 just about
70 years out from the death of Jesus that there were as few as 25,000 Christians, but that
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by AD 210 the church had grown upwards of an astounding twenty-million Christians
(Stark 6-13). This growth was subverting the Roman Empire from an underground
movement to a movement touching every aspect of Roman culture and society in some
form or another.
To exemplify how unlikely it was for the early church to flourish in explosive
movement, one must consider the following about their circumstances: They were
members of an illegal religion that was at best tolerated and at worst severely persecuted.
They did not have buildings—at best they had very few chapels which were small
converted houses. They did not have the scriptures because they were still putting the
cannon together during this period. They did not have formal institutions of training—at
best they were pre-institutional. The early church actually made it challenging to become
members because they had to go through a significant ignition or catechesis in order to
join the church and be baptized (Hirsch, 5-7). With the lack of formal structures, the
people of God were forced to live closer to, and more consistent with the primal message
of the gospel. Relationship and micro-structures where paramount to this model.
While it will not be explored here, when Constantine came on the scene in AD
313, he made Christianity the State approved religion. The church become central in
society. The church shifted from an incarnational or relational model to an attractional
model, and the church institutionalized the sacraments which could only be handled by
priest “in church” buildings. This idea of attractional models that Hirsch sometimes calls
“extractional” often meant that seekers had to come to the church in order to receive the
word, be heard in confession, or be prayed over by professional clergy. The church also
often unwittingly encouraged their members to join the church and to leave behind
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“worldly” relationships with those outside the church, thus stifling evangelistic fervor out
of its members. Members of this holy fellowship were no longer called to be ministers in
the public square, and they began to be passive recipients of religious service providers.
This is the era known as Christendom, and these models and structures have largely
prevailed from AD 313 until modern times which is why they sound starkly familiar to
our modern “seeker” or attractional models of church (Hirsch, 60-61).
Major exceptions to the norms of what Christendom instituted such as the Celts,
the Moravians, the Methodists, and more recently the explosive growth of the church in
China under similar persecution have emerged. In addition, the world-wide phenomena
of Pentecostalism across Latin and South America, Northern India, and parts of Africa
and in many other places in decentralized movements and small house structures and
relational cell networks emphasizes the global spread of Christianity. While all of these
cannot be explored here, there are three movements that are worth a concise exploration:
(1) a brief look at the rise of Celtic Christianity, (2) a look at the Moravians, and (3) a
more thorough exploration of the movement spawn by Wesley and the early Methodist
structures of discipleship.
Celtic Christianity (AD 433 to 664)
The rise of Celtic Christianity under the leadership of Saint Patrick was an
extraordinary movement. At the outset of his mission to the more than 150 distinct tribes
living in Ireland, Patrick began not as a solo leader but took a group approach to apostolic
ministry. He raised up lay leadership at extraordinary levels and ordained more than 1000
priests and planted over 700 churches in his 28 years there (Hunter 22-23).
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An extraordinary mark of Celtic Christianity was how they created monastic
communities which prepared people to live with depth and compassion and prepared
them for mission. Hunter notes a fivefold structure of experiences, one of which will be
treated with greater depth. In short, the five experiences are periods of solitude, spending
time with an anamchara or “soul friend”, spending time in small group with 10 or less
people, participating in a common life including shared meals, work, learning, Bible
training, prayers and worship, and lastly, preparing for ministry through being a “soul
friend”, leading a small group, and observing and gaining experience in witnessing to
pre-Christian people (48).
This practice of spending deliberate time with a “soul friend” had a particular
focus. It was not with a spiritual director or superior, it was with a peer. It was someone
with whom you were vulnerable and accountable, who you could trust with confession of
sins, and who would support and challenge you to go deeper in faith (Hunter, 48). While
the anamchara or soul friend was a one-on-one experience, it carried marks of banded
discipleship because of the confessional nature of the exchanges, because of the regular
meetings they would have together, and because the intention of the model was to grow
in discipleship in close-knit vulnerable friendship. While the structure was peer based and
the participants were in a similar stage of training, they paired those who had experienced
a season of having an anamchara assigned to them and would then in turn be an
anamchara to another person earlier in the growth process.
While historians differ on Saint Patrick’s birth in the later fourth century in
Britain, they believe he died March 17, 460. He was likely in his late thirties when he
returned to Ireland on mission and likely only ministered there another twenty or so years
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there before his death. The impact of this organic Celtic mission is hard to fathom but can
be further explored in Cahill’s book, How the Irish Saved Civilization. Long after
Patrick’s death, having had profound organic growth and missional impact around the
world within just 200 years of his death, the movement was effectively hobbled by the
centralist leadership of the Roman Catholic Church (Hirsch 23). The meeting at the
Abbey of Whitby in 664 was held over the issues of the correct date to celebrate Easter
and the issue of the monks hairstyle. Over disagreement on these issues the Roman party
essentially treated these issues as tantamount to heresy, and through their pressure tamed
one of the most remarkable missionary movements in western history.
While not explored here, the Inquisition and subsequent Crusades are perhaps the
darkest of eras on the church’s history books. It exemplifies in ultimate climax the issue
of centralized coercion and conformity by often remote institutional leadership forced
upon more organic and grass roots structures of discipleship. The Inquisition (1231),
which burned and tortured tens of thousands of people in the name of doctrinal control
and religious compliance, should stand as a horrifying warning to all who take up mantels
of leadership within the church (Hirsch, 230-231).
While taking broad strokes across centuries of history can seem pejorative, the
central point of issue here, is a keen awareness to the ways in which institutionalization
can tame the gospel and take the people of God away from more organic, primitive, and
relational structures of discipleship. The gospel of Jesus often seems much less
scandalous when it is wrapped in vestments and secured in steeples. In the church today,
as JD Walt says,“We live in an age of domesticated religion, where religious service
providers readily peddle the opiates of promising prosperity and sentimental pain relief
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rather than help us navigate the soul-making suffering required by the holiness of love”
(Walt, Awakening Faith). This dark period of the church’s past, would lead to the bright
possibility of reclaiming plain scriptural Christianity in, through, and beyond the
Protestant Reformation which began in 1521. This leads us closer the Moravians and
what transpired at Herrnhut in the 1700s. Before landing squarely on the Moravians of
Herrnhut, the influence of Phillip Jacob Spener on the life of his godson Count
Zinzendorf is discussed below.
From Schism to Reformation
The Great Schism of 1054 that divided the Eastern Orthodox Christians in the
“East” from Roman Catholic and eventually Protestantism is the backdrop into which
much of the radical changes that transpired across the church have taken place in the
West over the last millennia. The schism was a deeply complex issue that involved
massive socio-political and cultural concerns that will not be explored (“East/West
Schism”). The central point is that the church was in deeply troubled and tense battles
within itself with confusing and blurred lines between what would be considered more
religious matters of faith and the heart, from more political matters of governance,
authority, and power. Much had transpired since the primitive early church and the grass
roots missionary movement of the Celts. While Martin Luther seems to hail much of the
credit for the reformation, the truth is there were several influential “reformers” that were
scattered across central Europe including Germany, Poland, Hungary, Austria, Check
Republic, and others, and Western Europe including the United Kingdom, Ireland, France
Belgium, Netherlands and others that were already stirring up “trouble” with the Papacy.
The briefest of mention about this tension between primitive movements of faith and
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Christendom would include John Wycliff (1320-1384) in western Europe and Jan Hus
(1372-1415) in Eastern Europe.
The Pre-Reformers: Wycliff And Hus
John Wycliff is considered an important predecessor to Protestantism and
influential dissident within the Roman Catholic priesthood. As a seminary professor at
the University of Oxford, he deeply questioned the privilege, status, and powerful role
clergy held in England. This ultimately led to his dismissal from Oxford in 1381.
Wycliffe was a strong advocate for a translation of the Bible into the common vernacular.
Scholars debate how much or little direct contact Wycliffe had in personally translating
what is now known as the Wycliffe Bible and was a completed Vulgate translation into
Middle English. Many believe it probable that he translated at least the gospels, but what
is certain is that Wycliffe’s assistant, John Purvey, and others lead the way in updating
and improving the translations in 1388 and 1395. What is unquestionable is the influence
Wycliffe had on a proto-Protestant movement called the Lollard movement. Wycliffe was
outspoken in his writing about his opposition to the Roman Catholic Church at several
key points. He was against transubstantiation, challenged indulgences, and critiqued the
confession to a priest while reiterating again and again that salvation was through faith in
Christ alone. He believed that every Christian should have access to the Bible.
Additionally, Wycliffe’s writings which were written in Latin had a deep influence on the
philosophy and teaching of the Czech reformer Jan Hus. (Galley and Olsen 211-13).
Jan Hus was a theologian and philosopher who became a church reformer who
was master, dean and rector at Charles University in Prague. He was also the inspiration
of the Hussites who were key predecessors to Protestantism. Hus was a seminal figure in
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the Bohemian Reformation, and over a century later, his teachings influenced Martin
Luther and likely Calvin and Zwingli as well. Hus, who was excommunicated by the
church but continued to preach and teach, was exiled for two years. He returned to
present at the Council of Constance where he was arrested and eventually was burned at
the stake for heresy in 1415. He is said to have testified, “I would not for a chapel of gold
retreat from the truth!” (Galley and Olsen 370). He could also be heard singing the
Psalms as he was being burned. After his death the Hussites (his followers) ultimately
refused to elect another Catholic monarch and defeated five consecutive papal crusades in
the Hussite wars between 1420 and 1431. The Bohemian and Moravian populations
ultimately remained majority Hussites until the 1620 when they were conquered in Battle
of White Mountain and were these protestants were forced to convert back to Catholicism
(Galley and Olsen 369-71).
This battle with the Hussites was just a sliver of the violence as campaigns of war
were being waged all across Europe during what Noll calls, the “horrific bloodshed in the
mid-seventeenth century during the Thirty Years’ War of 1618 to 1648, and in England,
Scotland and Ireland with the battles of the Puritan Revolution from 1640 to 1660” (Noll
51). Christendom in Europe where the once-dominant ideal of a unified people under the
sacred guidance of an authoritative church, was unraveling faster than the wars could
keep up with the changes. Not all reformers were Protestant. Noll says that all of Europe
was touched and transformed by religion in some manner in the 150 years that followed
the reformation in both direct and indirect ways. He says, “some of that transformation
was direct, as fervent cadres of Lutherans, Calvinists, Anglicans and Anabaptist [were]
joined [by] equally ardent legions of Catholics including Jesuits, Ursulines and Theatines
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in setting out to reform both church life and private Christian practice” (50). He goes on
to say that the more indirect forces of transformation came alongside the church reforms
in the intellectual and political landscapes. While the church was busy battling with itself
it failed to see the massive shifts in “commerce, absolutes monarchs, rising nation States
and increasing confidence in scientific procedure” (51). All of these were predecessor to
the rise of the evangelicalism of Edwards, Whitefield, and the Wesley’s.
While this brief touch on two historical predecessors to the Reformation was
meant to highlight the deep wrestling match in the West between the Holy Roman
Empire and the reformers who were often excommunicated and even killed for their
disagreements over issues of papacy, church structures, accessibility to the Bible,
ordination, and what could and could not be done inside or outside the walls of the
established church. These confusing and seemingly disparate parts of Church history
came from many persons and many streams of the faith, but there were perceptible shifts
in how believers began to practice their faith, and these were influential shifts that point
both backward toward the early church and forward toward Wesley. Noll highlights these
shifts or transformations in several emerging tendencies stated in concise and
paraphrased form below:
•

From Christian faith as correct doctrine to Christian faith as correct
living

•

From godly order as the church’s concern toward godly fellowship as
a principal goal

•

From authoritative interpretation of Scripture by ecclesiastical elites to
a lay and more democratic appropriation of the Bible
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•

From obedience [to church] toward expression of faith

•

From music performed by experts toward music as shared expression
of ordinary people

•

From preaching as learned discourses, toward preaching as
impassioned appeals for “closing with Christ” or conversion. (Noll 52,
List Modified)

While a more personal, experience, less formal, less hierarchical faith had always
been present in Christian history, such examples in early modern Europe were
proliferating and their influence has been broad reaching (53). These bold reformers had
direct influence on a line of thinkers and primitive church movements that dot a trail for
what will be discussed below. Spener, Zinendorf, and Wesley and the ways that these
three individuals uniquely contributed to this practice that is now called banding or a
discipleship band.
Pietistic Influences on Wesley and The Band Meeting
This section looks at Spener, Zinendorf, and Wesley and the ways that these three
individuals uniquely contributed to this practice that is now called banding or a
discipleship band.
Phillip Jacob Spener “The Father of Pietism”
Phillip Jacob Spener (1635-1705) was a German Lutheran theologian who
established what was called collegia pietas (gatherings for piety). Spener was famous for
his insistence on individual Bible study, personal spiritual growth, and development
(Gallaty, 106-107). Highly influenced by Johann Arndt, he reprinted a book of sermon’s
by Arndt. In the preface of this book, Spener had written about the problem the church
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was facing as he saw it: despite all the church activity, there were few persons who really
“understood and practiced true Christianity (which consists of more than avoiding
manifest vices and living an outwardly moral life)…what they take to be faith and what is
the ground of their teaching is by no means that true faith which is awakened through the
Word of God, by the illumination, witness, and sealing of the Holy Spirit, but is a human
fancy” (Spener and Tappert 45-46). Spener advocated for six things that priests and
evangelicals for centuries to come would advocated. Noll outlines a similar list (62):
1. We must return to the Bible for only in it are the gospel and “the rules
for good work that please God” (Spener, 87).
2. Lay persons, both leaders and learners, must take an active role in all
aspects of the church and must participate in various aspects of small
group formation harkening back to “the ancient and apostolic kind of
church meetings” (87). He argues for this on three biblical
principles— the Bible has a direct command for all to have access to
the scriptures and to ministry, the Bible is addressed to all, and all
Christians have the Holy Spirit, who along can interpose the scriptures
(McCallum).
3. Christians must move beyond ascent to correct believe to active lives
of godliness saying, “If we can…awaken a fervent love among our
Christians, first toward one another and then toward all men,…and put
this love into practice, practically all that we desire will be
accomplished” (89).
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4. Harsh religious arguments must cease and be a place of “a practice of
heart-felt love toward all unbelievers and heretics” (89)
5. Ministry must develop out of genuine experience with God—ministry
is reserved only for men and women who “are themselves true
Christians” (96), and not for people looking for power or recognition.
6. Those training for ministry must actively participate in the practices
that lead toward godliness— instead of simply being trained to merely
spout theories about a spiritual life they are not themselves a living
witness to (99).
These gems of wisdom found in the Spener’s preface to the Pia Desideria (The
Piety We Desire), speak as much truth to today’s church as they did to his followers in
the 17th century. Gallaty in his recent work titled Rediscovering Discipleship says about
Spener’s outline of these six principals, “He outlined six actions for enacting reform in
the church, all of which focused on developing more mature and devoted members of the
church through intensive, deep individual growth cultivated in the arena of community”
(Gallaty 107).
Spener’s ideas and practices would become woven into the life, practice, and later
teachings of a man named August Hermann Francke, who was mentored at great length
by Spener, who eventually helped Francke attain a professorship in Greek languages at
University at Halle. What Spener did to orient the pietistic movement inwardly toward
matters of the heart and formation, Francke did to create outlets for pietistic zeal
outwardly toward the poor, orphans, and widows. McCallum, citing Noll, Glover and
Kane said, “Francke had a lifelong concern for evangelism and missions. He eventually
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turned Halle into a training center for missionaries who went all over the world. This was
important because neither the Lutheran nor the Reformed churches had the slightest
interest in missions at that time” (McCallum). Francke would later have a profound
impact on one of his young students, who also happened to be the godson of Spener—
Nikolaus Von Zinzendorf (McCallum).
The Moravians of Herrnhut
Nikolaus Von Zinzendorf (1700 - 1760) took the direct learnings and influences
of Spener and Francke and went on to form a community intentionally focused on
discipleship and missions. Zinzendorf taught his community that, “the way to restore and
revitalize ecclesiastical organization was the proliferation of independent renewal groups
within the official framework of the larger organization. That was known among most
pious as the ‘ecclesiolae in ecclesia’” (Henderson, 61; Towlson, 30).
It is not uncommon for persons today to give all credit to John Wesley for the
invention of band or the band meeting, but Watson, Gallaty, and Addison all righty point
out that Count Zinzendorf should be credited for their invention, their name, and the core
aspects of the practice itself which were later adopted and modified by Wesley after
seeing them function in person (Gallaty, 107; Addison 40). Watson notes that in the
summer of 1727, a revival occurred in the community in Herrnhut, and that a
consequence of this revival was the impetus to further organize themselves to foster
Christian formation in community by starting the Banden (bands) and Chor (choir) on
July 9, 1727 (Pursuing Social 23).
Bands, despite their voluntary nature, grew rapidly at Herrnhut, with seventyseven bands by 1732, eighty-five by 1733, and over one hundred by 1734 (Watson,
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Pursuing Social 23). One of the aspects that led people to want to participate was the
degree of intimacy and openness the bands facilitated. They were encouraged to have
“total frankness on the part both of the member describing the state of his soul and of his
fellow members in their criticism of him” (Lewis 55-56).
Zinzendorf gives clear insight into his rationale for the band in the following
sentences. While it is a lengthy quote, it is worth seeing in his original voice in its
entirety:
That we meet as bands with each other, that we confess one to the other
the state of the heart and diverse imperfections, is not done in order to
consult with our brothers and sisters because we could not get along
without the counsel of a brother or sister. Rather is it done that one may
see the rightness of the heart. By that we learn to trust one another; by that
no brother or sister thinks of the other that things are going will with them
if they are really going poorly…that’s why you talk to each other, why
you unburden your hearts, so that you dan instantly rely on each other.
(Podmore 31).
This quote is significant in that it explains why this level of transparency with one
another was so significant in Zinzendorf’s view as It would allow members to avoid selfdeception and to search their own hearts more fully as if to hold a mirror up to one
another, helping them see more clearly the true state of their own life with God (Watson,
Pursuing Social 24). Additionally, it dispels the false notions we often have of one
another that all is going well with them when they are really struggling internally. Jesus
said, “What good is it for someone to gain the whole world, yet forfeit their soul?” (Mark
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8:31). Jesus seems to be insinuating that one could gain the whole world (externally)
while losing at the level of soul (internally). Zinzendorf wanted his people to live in such
away that they did not present to others that “all was well” externally, when in fact
internally they were actually doing poorly. This notion of appearing to be doing better
than the person really is doing is a key aspect of discipleship bands—to at least have a
few other people in your life who really know what is going on with you. Having other
know how we are actually doing is what helps people to shed the pretense of appearing to
be better than we really are.
Addison says, “Zinzendorf…divided the whole community into ‘bands.’ Each
band consisted of two or three people of the same gender who met to open their hearts
and to encourage, correct and pray for one an-other. People were reconciled as they
confessed their sins and made renewed commitments to live together in love” (Addison
40-41).
Watson also pulls the perspective of another member of the Moravian community,
named Christian David (1692-1751), who summarized the main purpose of the bands
from his perspective. The following is a more concise paraphrase of those main points:
1. To say everything to each other on their minds and hearts.
2. To remind and encourage each other of things they can see or think of
each other so that they might be encouraged toward the good in
everything.
3. To hold conference or band once per week that they might get to know
one another well from within and without.
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4. To give each other “freedom for heart, life and journey, to test and
express everything, and so love one another, and to bear, spare one
another, and help make life easier which is otherwise difficult, and
therefore have the community which is proper to the Gospel” (Watson,
Pursuing Social 25).

When Wesley later adapted a similar approach with some differences. One vital aspect
within the Moravian approach to banding seems to be deep connection and
encouragement — “to get to know one another from within and without”.
In 1731, the Moravian community began to add an additional larger structure
called classes. Within what seems to have been less than a decade, the bands were
diminishing in Moravia in favor of the called and Chor (choirs). The loss of these and
smaller deeper bands was regrettable to Zinzendorf personally, but they ended up playing
a key role in the Moravian missionary strategy because upon arrival in a new place, the
Moravians would almost instinctively form bands. In fact, Peter Bohler began bands in
England in attempt to create Christian community as a first step of those entering a new
mission field. It was also through meeting Peter Bohler, that John Wesley was ultimately
able to visit the Moravian settlement at Herrnhut, which he later described in his journals
(See Wesley Works 18: 269ff) (Watson, 27).

Wesley’s Visit to Herrnhut (July 4, 1738)
Just three weeks after Wesley’s famous Aldersgate experience at a Moravian
group meeting, where he describes a conversion experience of having his heart warming
experience, Wesley would travel to the settlement of Herrnhut to visit. It was at this visit
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that he observed with great fascination the organization and formative structures of this
meeting. By 1738, this structure had been in place for about eleven years and was
operating rather smoothly (Henderson, 55-59). Wesley noted in his journal that the
people of Herrnhut were divided into three groups: (1) Into five classes for little kids,
middle age children, teens, young men, and people who were married— with females
also divided in the same way. (2) Then into eleven classes according to the houses they
lived in and each class had a helper, overseer, monitor, an Almoner, and a servant. And
(3) Into ninety bands where many of them met two and even three times per week to
confess their faults to one another, to pray for one another, so that they may be healed
(James 5:17) (Henderson 59, Gallaty 108). The impact of Wesley’s trip to Herrnhut to
witness for himself the spiritual formation structures and experiments happening in
among the Moravians would forever change the course of his own life personally and
shape the scope and impact of the Methodist movement for centuries to come.
John Wesley and The Early Methodist Movement
While many scholars and historians have written on John Wesley’s life, and many
have written extensively on the class meetings, few have better synthesized and coalesced
multiple direct sources specifically towards the band meeting like Kevin M. Watson.
Therefore, while other scholars are cited along with Wesley himself, Watson is the
primary source through much of this segment of the literature review. Four are worth
noting: Pursuing Social Holiness, which is his scholarly, PhD research gathered into a
work by Oxford University Press; The Class Meeting; The Band Meeting co-authored
with Scott T. Kisker; and Watson’s most recent work Perfect Love. The later three were
published by Seedbed. Watson himself has been a key help in bringing insight into the
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discipleship band model at Seedbed during its development. This section gives a brief
review of the key points from a historical perspective to aim at understanding Wesley’s
unique contribution specifically to micro-group formation or bands.
John Wesley’s impact on Christianity today is hard to fathom— he is ultimately
the father of an entire global Wesleyan-Arminian church movement, with members
rivaling or near equal to the number of global Christian’s hailing from the more reformed
traditions around the world. Wesley was born in 1703 and died in 1791. All of Wesley’s
life he remained established in and connected to the Church of England insisting that the
Methodist movement lay within its tradition, even if the Church of England did not feel
so. Having studied at Oxford and completed a masters Wesley was ordained and served
local churches until his decision to travel to the American colony of Georgia in 1736. On
this journey Wesley encountered the profound faith of the Moravians during a terrifying
storm at sea. His mission to America left him beaten and defeated. By his return in early
1738 he was seeking a deeper experience that he would ultimately find through Peter
Boehler at a Moriavian group meeting on Aldersgate where Wesley later had the
profound conversion experience where he spoke of his heart becoming strangely warmed
(Snyder, Radical 15-35).
Key Contributions of Wesley to Banding
Social Holiness
From John Wesley’s beginnings and the early signs of Methodism that percolated
at Oxford in the 1720s through the end of his life, he was thoroughly convinced that,
“holiness was necessarily social and best nurtured in accountable Christian community”
(Watson, Pursuing 44). This term social or “social holiness” is often misunderstood as
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referring to social justice or acts of serving outwardly. Wesley was a strong advocate for
both, but his use of the word “social” can best be understood today by the term
“relational.” Holiness, or growth in holiness can only come in and through relationship.
Wesley is famous for saying there are no “holy solitaires,” meaning this notion of “me
and Jesus” alone will not do. While personal devotional practices, the means of grace,
and personal study are important, one will not grow into perfect love or holiness apart
from deep reliance on, and support from other followers of Jesus. Joseph Dongell
summarizes this nicely in Sola Sancta Caritas = Only Holy Love by saying, “Wesley was
convinced that all progress in the Christian life must likewise come in the company of
other believers, pressing on together for God’s very best in groups of accountability and
intimacy” (10).
Because Christian perfection or entire sanctification was in Wesley’s view as the
unique contribution of the Methodists, some brief comments are made about it before
unpacking the community structures of societies, class, and bands.

Perfect Love and the “Grand Depositum”
John Wesley held a core conviction that the reason the Holy Spirit breathed life in
the people called Methodist was to demonstrate, testify, and bear witness to the
possibility of being perfected in love or entirely sanctified through grace. In the preface
to his 2021 release of Perfect Love, Watson summarizes this conviction in saying, “I
believe the Christian faith is much more than forgiveness of sins and pardon— though it
is certainly that. And I do not by any means intend to suggest that justification is trivial. I
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believe those who are in Christ are offered full salvation— a salvation that addresses past
sin and offers freedom from the power of in the present” (Watson, Perfect xiv). People
have for decades, and perhaps centuries, struggled with the language of “perfect” love or
“entire” sanctification. It feels somehow too complete a work for human beings to aim at,
much less readily testify to having experienced in one’s life. However, Wesley was
emphatic that it is precisely this type of love we are to aim for. In one of his most famous
sermons called A Plain Account of Christian Perfection, Wesley said, “Settle in your
heart, that from the moment God has saved you from all sin, you are to aim at nothing
more but more of that love described in the thirteenth chapter of First Corinthians. You
can go no higher than this, till you are carried into Abraham’s bosom” (Wesley, A Plain
Account 55). This idea of perfection and entire sanctification in Wesley’s many sermons
and journal entries, was completely wrapped up in an ethos and theology of love. Love is
given to the Christian inwardly beginning with the new birth and assurance of salvation,
pressing deeper through sanctifying grace, and healing of our sin sick souls, and
ultimately love is expressed outwardly in love of others, neighbor and the poor.
The Issue of Sin in Believers
One of the clearer summations of Wesley’s thoughts on sin, and ongoing sin in
the life of a justified believer can be found in Wesley’s sermon from 1763 titled On Sin in
Believers. Wesley clarifies several of these tensions that exist and are felt in the lives of
many believers. Its relevance cannot be overstated for the research at hand. If sin remains
in the believer, and they are not wholly delivered from it through justification, then
understanding how one is or can be delivered should be of serious concern for every
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believer. Below are some summaries of Wesley’s key points along with some direct
quotes when needed:
1. In Wesley’s thorough observations of the primitive church writings, he states
that they “declare with one voice, that even believers in Christ, till they are ‘strong in the
lord, and in the power of his might,’ have need to ‘wrestle with flesh and blood,’ with an
evil nature, as well as ‘with principalities and power’” (Wesley, From Almost 78).
2. Wesley opposes three more radical claims prevalent in various streams of the
church in his time: A. That a justified believer has no sin and cannot sin; B. that the
corruption of the heart was so far reaching that a believer had no possibility of dominion
over it or victory from the corruption which was a common in the Reformed churches in
Europe; and C. that a justified believer may not sin in their heart but may rather still sin
in their flesh— this was some of the antinomianism Wesley disliked in Zinzendorf’s
theology (Wesley, From Almost 78-82).
3. Instead Wesley argues that Christ can indeed be in the same heart where sin
also remains but clarifies the tension— “Christ indeed cannot reign, where sin reigns;
neither will he dwell where any sin is allowed. But he is and dwells in the heart of every
believer, who is fighting against all sin; although it is not yet purified, according to the
purification of the sanctuary” (Wesley, From Almost 83).
4. Wesley summarized his convictions in the tension between what appears to be
two contrary principles at work in all humans saying, “there are in every person, even
after he is justified, two contrary principles, nature and grace, termed by St. Paul the flesh
and the Spirit. Hence, although even babes in Christ are sanctified, yet it is only in part.
In a degree…they are spiritual; yet, in a degree they are carnal (Wesley, From Almost
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93). Therefore, he exhorts all believers to watch against the flesh, the world, and the
devil. All believers feel this tension within their own experience— while they feel this
witness in themselves, they also feel a will that is not fully surrendered to the will of God.
Believers can know they are in him and find that their hearts are ready to depart from
him.
5. Though in the moment converts truly believe in Christ they are “renewed,
cleansed, purified, sanctified…yet we are not then renewed, cleansed, purified altogether;
but the flesh, the evil nature, still remains (though subdued) and wars against the spirit”
(Wesley, From Almost 93).
This sermon exemplifies for Wesley why the structure of community formation
and discipleship is needed. Human beings including Christians, are prone to wander and
to lose their way, especially when left to themselves. Therefore, people must be diligent
in “fighting the good fight.” He ends the sermon saying, “So much the more earnestly let
us ‘watch and pray’ against the enemy within” (Wesley, From Almost 93).
In summary, Watson states Methodism’s big idea by saying, “Salvation brings not
only forgiveness and pardon but also empowerment and freedom to live a faithful and
holy life entirely and right now. This is our grand deposit— the treasure that God has
entrusted to the particular people called Methodists” (Watson, Perfect xiv).
Societies, Classes, and Bands in Early Methodism
One aspect of the of early people called Methodists that is often confused is the
distinction they made between societies, classes, and bands. Participants were invited and
sometimes required to be engaged in three different types of structures that made up the
whole community. Each structure was aimed at loving God, achieving personal spiritual
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growth and promoting fellowship among believers, but each facet was smaller in number
than the one above it which increased the potential depths or intimacy.
Societies
Societies were the biggest group in size and had the least stringent rules for
membership and participation. In many ways, societies could be seen as contemporary
with the way the word congregations are currently used. It was in these settings that
people learned, often trough preaching, worshiped, and grew in the faith (Gallaty 110).
Henderson points out that while the classes and bands were more aimed at the heart and
character transformation, the society was aimed at training the mind. Wesley seemed to
favor both Anglican precedents of professional or trained leadership from those giving
instruction or teaching in the society, while classes and bands favored Moravian
precedents of the priesthood of all believers (Henderson, 69).

Classes
The class meeting was the required aspect of engagement for all participants.
Unlike its name suggests to modern ears, this was not a class with someone teaching and
others receiving information. In fact, there was no central curriculum. While they did
have class leaders who oversaw each class, the form and content of the meeting is
somewhat surprising. The content was an honest assessment of sharing where each
member was through answering a simple question — “how is it with your soul”. Classes
were ideally sized with seven to twelve participants though at times they often got much
larger. They were mostly mixed gender but not always. Classes had membership
requirements based on non-negotiable behavioral criteria. In other words, if converts
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were desiring to go on to deeper levels of formation, they were going to have to commit
to both attendance and the general rules of the class meeting. Gallaty says, “Classes
required their members to attend regularly and to actively participate. An individual
could not attend the class meetings and refuse to contribute. Wesley kept track of
members in good standing by issuing tickets— small cards bearing the member’s name”
(110). Often classes were divided by geographical locations so that people would develop
relationship and connectedness with other Methodists in their neighborhood. Watson
points out there were three things the class focused on: 1. It held people accountable to
the general rules; 2. It encouraged participants to give offerings regularly to bring relief
to the poor. 3. It spent most of the time allowing each participant to answer the question,
“How is it with your soul?” (Watson, The Class 25). The class meeting was a dynamic
place of growth and connection. It was a place to watch over one another in love. The
class meeting was the most important factor in the growth of early Methodism and the
retention of new converts who were brought into a serious commitment and participation
in the life of the church.
The Band Meeting (Bands)
While the Class meetings were required, the band meeting was optional, though
Wesley strongly encouraged it. Ideally, each person joined the larger Methodist
community through the society meeting although a few joined after they were invited to
attend a neighborhood class meeting. Participants of the society meetings could make
their way into the tighter fellowship of the class meeting with its mixed gender
environment. Some of the class meeting participants sensed their need for even deeper
honesty and confession and would move into a smaller community of three to six people
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called the band meeting. The Rules of the Band Meeting can be seen in Appendix B,
However, it is significant to see the questions that each participant answer at each band
meeting. The original five questions that John Wesley drafted in 1739 shortly after his
visit to Herrnhut:
1. What known sins have you committed since our last meeting?
2. What temptations have you met with?
3. How were you delivered?
4. What have you thought, said, or done, of which you doubt whether it be
sin or not?
5. Have you nothing you desire to keep secret? (Watson and Kisker 85).
These questions, brought participants directly into conversation. While it would
be impossible to cover the depth and breadth of history of all that happened with the band
meeting, the following are some key points made across several bodies of writing to help
understand both how they flourished in Methodism and how they languished:
Wesley viewed the band meeting as being at the very center of the entire
movement. Watson and Kisker call the band the “Engine of holiness in early methodism”
(85). They said,
Methodists were willing to tell each other the specific sins they had
committed, the temptation ship they had met with, and even share the
things they were most afraid and ashamed to tell anyone becuase they
were searching for freedom from the ways of sin and death. They believed
that God wanted to not only forgive them of past sins, but to free them
from sin’s power over their lives in the present. (86)
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While not every early Methodist participated in bands and went to the depths that were
possible, members of the community were journeying much deeper in love through this
experience and it gave witness to the possibility of a life sanctified by God.
By 1788, as Methodism expanded out into further regions of England and beyond
into the American Colonies Wesley was concerned that they not lose sight of this “engine
of holiness." In a hand-written letter he wrote to Edward Jackson on October 24, 1788,
Wesley expressed both his concerns and encouragement that the bands be tended to with
great care saying, “You do well likewise to exhort all the believers that are in earnest or
would be in earnest to meet in band. But the bands in every place need continual
instruction. For they are continually flying in pieces” (Wesley, “Letter to Edward
Jackson”). Wesley desired that all believers meet in a band, and believed that in order to
stay on course, they needed “continual instruction.”
While Methodism grew into America, its founding bishops Francis Asbury and
Thomas Coke wrote of the importance of the band meeting in the 1798 Doctrines and
Discipline of the Methodist Episcopal Church saying,
The heart of man by nature is such a cage of unclean birds, that few are to
be found who will lay before their brethren all its secret movements,
unless the love of God be the ruling principle of their souls…When bands
can be formed on this plan they become one of the most profitable means
of grace in the whole compass of Christian discipline. There is nothing we
know of, which so much quickens the soul to a desire and expectation of
the perfect love of God as this. (Coke and Asbury 148)
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This is astounding praise for the necessity of the band meeting. Unfortunately, despite
Asbury’s commitment to band meeting, it did not find success in American Methodism
the way it did in Britain. By the time of Asbury’s death in 1816 it had all but disappeared
from American Methodism in favor of the class meeting alone without the band meeting
in place (Watson & Kisker, 95-96).
One final aspect of the band meeting in early methodism that bears mentioning is
the penitent bands. Henderson notes that the actual format and techniques used with the
penitent bands have been largely lost, but Wesley wrote about the main emphasis and
need for them. They were created for people struggling with besetting sins or addictions
that had them falling into known and willful sin, and who were sometimes fell out of
regular fellowship with their classes and bands. The primary goal of the penitent band
meetings held on Saturday nights was to ultimately restore participants into the normative
channels of spiritual formation in classes band bands. Henderson points to its rigorous
format and stringent means for personal change as being in many ways an earlier
forerunner to Alcoholics Anonymous since many of its members were primarily dealing
with alcoholism (125-126).
Summary of Methodist Structure for Spiritual Formation
The Methodist structure of spiritual formation has likely not before or since been
replicated with such intention and method. The fruit of this movement globally is hard to
fathom. The structure itself had an apostolic genius to it in both the way that it trained
everyday followers of Jesus into holiness of mind and heart and prepared lay people for
ministry involvement on every level.
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Society meetings were larger gathering spaces for teaching and preaching, prayer,
and worship and were open to all. Class meetings were required of all members and were
typically mixed gender with about twelve people in attendance. There was no central
curriculum or teaching involved. They did have class leaders to guide the time, but to be
a part of this ministry you had to answer regularity how it was with your soul— being a
part of the community and hiding the true state of your heart from your brothers and
sisters was not an option. Ironically, the class meeting itself became an evangelistic force
in the community with many experiencing “new birth” and justifying grace within the
class meeting as people poured their hearts out and ministered to one another. Many
seekers were drawn into the gospel itself because of the authenticity of the community
(Watson and Kisker, 74). Thompson says, “People were moved to intense prayer, and
newcomers to the class often experienced profound spiritual renewal” (106).
The band meetings were not required but highly encouraged. They typically were
three to six same gendered persons in attendance and sometimes met two times per week.
All three meetings, society, class, and band issued “tickets” as a way of tracking
attendance and offering a memento to its participants. These tickets could be interpreted
in a legalistic manner, but one must ask, Why were so many of the tickets retained in the
possession of family members long after the attendee had passed, if they were not a
treasured memento? Thankfully, the preservation of the tickets across history provides a
window into a rough estimate of how many in the community attended band meetings.
Based on findings that society tickets were issued at a 10 to 2 ratio with band meeting
tickets, Howard Snyder says, “Judging from the number of band and class tickets printed,
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it would appear that about 20 percent of the Methodist people met in bands, whereas all
were class members (Snyder, Radical Wesley 72).
At a layer deeper, Wesley had what was called the “select society” where
members were provided with an even more intimate cell group for those who were
pressing deeper into inward and outward holiness (Snyder, Radical Wesley 73). This
structure is what made all the difference. An often-cited quotation by George Whitfield is
a fitting conclusion to this summary of the Methodist structure of spiritual formation.
Whitfield, who was a great evangelistic preacher who reached tens of thousands of
people with the gospel, started as a Methodist, but he later departed ways from Wesley.
However, a conversation that he later had with John Pool, one of Wesley’s preachers, is
significant
‘Well, John, art thou still a Wesleyan?”
Pool replied, “Yes, sir, and I thank God that I have the privilege of
being in connection with him, and one of his preachers.”
“John,” said Whitefield, “thou art in the right place. My brother
Wesley acted wisely—the souls that were awakened under his ministry he
joined in class, and thus preserved the fruits of his labor. This I neglected,
and my people are a rope of sand.” (Henderson, 30)

Contemporary Challenges and The Discipleship Dilemma
In the previous section historical background was given to validate the both the
significance of the band meeting and establish its place and need in Christian discipleship
practice. This section will briefly touch on contemporary challenges the church faces
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with regard to the desired goal of deep transformation in the lives of those who follow
Jesus as his disciples.
The Gospel of Sin Management
Dallas Willard has written about the theological failures of 20th century
evangelicalism and the loss of sanctification. A massive theological, or perhaps more
rightly, ideological failure plagued the North American church in the twentieth century
and has continued to the present. While widely accepted within evangelicalism, Willard’s
book The Divine Conspiracy is actually a scathing critique of today’s church. Many miss
the depth of his critique because Willard uses masterful Biblical theology to weave the
trails through his critique. An excellent summary of Willard’s “Gospel of Sin
Management” is found than in Gary Black’s clarifying chapter on the matter called “the
Willardian Correction” (Black, Returning 144-159). Much of the confusion facing the
evangelical church regarding discipleship is now discussed.
First, the issue for Willard hinges on “belief” vs. “faith. In short, Jesus advocates
for “belief” as merely the starting place for deeper interaction with God. That is, neither
belief itself, nor a “profession of faith” would ever be seen as the end goal of the
Christian faith (Black, Returning 145). Willard in The Divine Conspiracy summarizes
this point clearly when he says that the majority of Christians simply, “do not really
understand [the gospel of Jesus], and their confidence in its reality is shaky. They are like
Peter in his truly earth-shaking confession that Jesus was the only one to save humanity.
He had it right, of course, but he had no real idea of what it meant” (Willard 317). For
Willard, the “decision” for Christ is often little more than a realization. If the decision
does not lead one to actually commit oneself to a life of discipleship to Jesus, then
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Christians must admit that the, “Elephant in the church,” lies in the fact that most
evangelicals simply do not intend to follow the example of Jesus (Black, Returning 146147).
The term Willard uses, “The gospel of sin management,” illustrates two religious
ideologies present in the evangelical church today, which are often used “as a means to
deal with the guilt experienced in relation to the continued lack of effectual change,
despite the application of religious effort and belief” (148). In effect, these strategies are
the evangelical’s attempt to manage their guilty consciences with the fact that they are
not experiencing the inward change they profess the gospel has the power to achieve.
They. in effect, keep living with the continued presence of their sin condition, and seem
impotent to eliminate its source (148). Therefore, evangelicals tend to find themselves
making excuses for the lack of inward transformations in two various camps of thought
that Willard characterized as the Christian “right” and “left”. Black says, that both of
these sin management strategies have “effectively highlighted the means of justification
over and above sanctification as the primary objective to evangelical Christianity (149,
Returning)”
The Problem with the Right
Willard characterized the conservative or right sin management system as a
“vampire faith,” which presumes a “Christ with no serious work other than to atone for
sin” (149, Returning). Going on he says, “This is a version of evangelicalism that
requires a profession of belief in the necessity of accepting Jesus’ blood for penal
substitutionary atonement while largely ignoring commitment and devotion to a discipled
life of obedience (Returning, 149). Willard strongly critiqued a notion that Christianity is
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merely or “just” about forgiveness of sin— pointing to the hallmark statement theological
position being heralded through the popular bumper stick which says, “Christians aren’t
perfect, just forgiven" (150). This system tries to deal with the problem or lack of inward
transformation through having proper beliefs.

The Problem with the Left
Black summarized the position succinctly when he says,
For liberals (left), Willard suggests the sin management aim is displayed
differently. Unlike doctrinally focused conservatives, liberals tend to apply
a contextualized degree of Pharisaic activism to their sin management
endeavors. Such activism centers on displaying self-determined acts of
righteousness that often benefit some disenfranchised people group, cause,
or charity. Such benevolent activities are deemed to demonstrate a heart
worthy of acceptance by God or, at least, a valiant attempt at applying the
social mores evident in the actions of Jesus. (149, Returning)
This approach wildly diminishes Jesus to a motivating instrument for civil and political
causes (Returning, 151). This system tries to deal with the problem or lack of inward
transformation through proper behaviors.
A Summary of Why Both Are Failing Today’s Church
If properly understood, both of these strategies or ideologies categorize the work
of Jesus as a means to their own end— doing good and being good are used as a means to
get what we want from Jesus. For the right. an angry God can be placated through the
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merits of our position through the atonement and the elimination of our sin guilt. For the
left, God’s favor can be enticed through outward acts of service and compassion. Both of
these systems are actually rooted in paganism (Returning, 153). Summarizing Black says,
“Neither the gospel of the Right or Left places its primary concern on what the product of
the faith results in, or what the subject or person who advocates either of these ideologies
becomes internally” (Returning 153-154). In other words, the emphasis is not on inward
change or what the person’s life produces by way of fruit. Both are aimed at dealing with
sin guilt in ways that actively avoid the central teachings of Jesus— all the while missing
the point while blaming each other for their failures. If we trust Jesus only to help us with
our sin guilt and social reform, then how could we possibly be putting our full confidence
in him to truly save and redeem us within, not only in the life to come, but also in this one
as he promised his followers in the gospels. This system fails us, and the direct result is
weak discipleship— “In such a system, personal character formation is ancillary and
subordinate to the greater focus of either the effect of works (social gospel faiths),
sacraments, ritual (high church/liturgical faiths), and/or doctrinal correctness
(conservative fundamentalists)” (Black, Returning 153).
The State of Discipleship in the Twenty-First Century
What is the current state of discipleship in North America? Several studies could
be cited to note the dramatic decline of church attendance. While church attendance alone
is only one metric, it is a huge one. In 2018, The Pinetops Foundation funded and
published a massive study called “The Great Opportunity” looking into the state of the
church with particular attention to millennials who were born 1980 from 2000 and Gen Z
who were born from 2000 to 2020. In this report they say,
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The next 30 years will represent the largest missions’ opportunity in the
history of America. It is the largest and fastest numerical shift in religious
affiliation in the history of this country. Even in the most optimistic
scenarios, Christian affiliation in the U.S. shrinks dramatically, and in our
base case, over 1 million youth at least nominally in the church today will
choose to leave each year for the next three decades. 35 million youth
raised in families that call themselves Christians will say that they are not
by 2050 (The Great Opportunity, 7).
What staggering numbers these represent! The church is losing Millennials and Gen Z
persons who were at least “nominally raised in the church” from potentially following
Jesus faster than any efforts to evangelize and make disciples have ever succeeded in
history’s past. With Millennials now all over the age of twenty, the study cites data that
suggests that most settle on their religious affiliation by age twenty-five and that the
window closes by the age thirty-five. As unfortunate as that is, it means that the
opportunity for the gospel to reach most Millennials who are undecided or have already
left the church is statistically largely passed. The emphasis of this study is to plead with
today’s followers of Jesus, and church leaders, that the “Great Opportunity” before us is
to change the tide by placing our emphasis, energies, discipleship, and mission squarely
on Gen Z who have just recently (in 2018) begun entering our colleges and universities
(The Great Opportunity, 9)
While the scope of this study thus far has focused on biblical, theological, and
historical considerations, the emphasis now turns sharply toward the dilemma facing our
discipleship structures. The declining church engagement among Millennials and Gen Z
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is stark. A few other metrics offer a potential way to get a pulse on the state of
discipleship today. Mentioned briefly below are 1) rates of cohabitation among
professing Christians; 2) pornography use among professing Christians; 3) belief in
discipleship as a “solo activity”; 4) engagement with scripture; and 5) depth of
engagement in deeper levels of discipleship.
With the many factions inside and outside the church regarding human sexuality
and gender, cohabitation may seem like an odd metric to consider. However, this research
was among professing Christians makes it compelling. Even the most basic and plain
reading of scripture makes it clear that sex outside the covenant of marriage is sin. It is
not a gray area within the cannon worthy of debate. Yet, it exemplifies just how much the
cultural influence has infiltrated the thinking of professing Christians to normalize this
activity into a place that Christian couples seem to give it little to no thought at all. It also
raises the issue of discipleship— who is speaking into (or not speaking into) these
peoples lives? In the April 2021 issue of Christianity Today, David Ayers says, “58
percent of white evangelicals and 70 percent of black Protestants believe cohabitating is
acceptable if a couple plans to marry. The youngest Americans are far more liberal on
cohabitation, with less than 10 percent finding it morally problematic” (Ayers, 38).
A second factor to consider is use of pornography among practicing Christians.
Barna research published in 2016 indicates that people who seek out porn at least
occasionally in the broader population of all Americans stands at about fifty-one percent
(McDowell 38). This number combines those who seek it out occasionally (18%), once
or twice a month (13%), weekly (14%), or daily (6%). However, among Christians who
place a high priority on their faith seventy-two percent said they never use porn, while
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twenty eight percent seek out porn at the rates of 5% daily, 6% weekly, 6% once or twice
per month, and 11% less often. While it is encouraging that practicing Christians who
take their faith seriously use porn about twenty-two percent less than the broader
population, it should be alarming that nearly one in three practicing Christians use
pornography with some regularity.
A third factor to consider with the state of discipleship is a common mindset
towards growing spiritually as a “solo activity.” Barna research published under the title
The State of Discipleship in 2016 says that “an isolationist approach to spiritual growth is
common among U.S. Christians. Month those who consider spiritual growth very or
somewhat important (90%), nearly two in five prefer to pursue growth on their own
(37%). One-quarter prefers a small group (25%); 16 percent prefer the one-on-one
approach; and one in five likes a mix of these methods (21%)” (Barna The State 11). Not
only do many churches lack a clear pathway with it comes to discipleship, but few seem
to consider that one of the major barriers they face is an engrained believe of nearly four
out of ten church attendees that growing on their own is their “preferred method” of
spiritual growth.
A fourth factor is engagement with scripture. A 2016 Barna study called The
Bible in America found that while the number of Americans who actually reading the
Bible may be down, in general Americans still hold a high view of scripture, with 62
percent saying they want to read the Bible more. Of US adults eighteen and older, 14%
say they read their bible daily, 5% read it four or more times per week, 9% read it a few
times per week, and 8% read it once per week. Only 25%of Americans say they “never”
read the Bible. Among practicing Christians, 28% say they read the Bible every day, 11%
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read it four or more times per week, 17% read it a few times per week, and 13% read it
once per week. That leaves about 30 percent of practicing Christians who read it once per
month, three to four times per year, one or two times per year, or never (Barna, The Bible
71). Barna admits that because people tend to feel they ought to be reading their Bible
more, they tend to answer more optimistically than they likely do engage the bible.
However, these numbers indicate optimistically that about half of people attending our
churches read the Bible a few times per week. Perhaps the more important aspect here is
the potential that almost half of the people who take faith seriously in our churches do not
read or engage the scriptures with any regularity.
Lastly, many Christians are not pursuing deeper levels of discipleship. Barna
research was mentioned in Chapter one about where people find themselves on “ten
transformational stops” along the discipleship journey. Eighty-nine percent of those
surveyed range from stop one which is “unaware of sin” to stop five which is “busy in
church activities,” but the vast majority seem to get arrested in their faith development at
church activity. Only 9% describe themselves in stop six which is holy discontent or stop
seven which is “broken by God.” Only 1% fit the category of stop eight, “surrender and
submission.” Stop nine which is “profound love of God” only and stop ten, “a profound
love of people” each received only .5% (Raymond, 29-30). The most alarming aspect of
this research is that less than 1% of the population define themselves as being in a a place
of “profound love for God and for people.” Even a passing reading of the Sermon on the
Mount from the book of Matthew forces one to conclude that Jesus was calling his
followers into profound love for God and for people. Profound love seems to be the mark
of primitive movements of scriptural Christianity.
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Whatever churches are doing, he sum total for all of the activity is not netting the
fruit or desired outcomes. At best, only about two in four people attending churches are
actively engaged in any kind of discipleship activity whether that be one-on-one or small
group activity. Barna says that, “Twenty-nine percent of those not being discipled say
they simply ‘have not thought about it,’ while 25 percent do not believe they need to be
discipled by someone else” (The State 11). One of the clear challenges is whether a small
group itself can be considered a transformational environment. In other words, just
because someone meets with a another Christian for conversation and coffee does not
assume they are intentionally being discipled, nor does attending a small group assume
that the group is actively engaged in activities which are transformative. One of the major
critiques Kevin Watson brings in his book, The Class Meeting, is that groups have
become so centered on curriculum, particularly video based small group curriculum, that
the center of the meeting surrounds answering questions about the content of the study,
rather than answering questions surrounding the content of our lives, our hearts, and
souls. The focus is what was so transformative in the class and band model. The content
and focus of the meeting were not on a curriculum, or even directly on the Bible itself.
The purpose of the meeting was to create an environment that was small enough and
focused enough for people to be more honest about themselves. Towards this end we will
turn toward Joseph Meyers work on belonging and the spaces of belonging as a
framework for understanding group formation.

The Discipleship Gap
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The Biblical and theological portions of this literature review made the case that
human beings have experienced an interconnected alienation of relationship with God,
with self, with others, and with creation. Human beings are deeply fractured and
disintegrated at the point of relationship. This is the deepest sense in which the image of
God has is fallen within humans. The very demonstration of Jesus himself becoming
incarnate as a human being was God’s means of redemption and restoration. Jesus in his
initial foray into public ministry calls a small group of men into deep relationship. Even
within these twelve men certain ones have a deeper level of connection with Jesus than
the others. A noted contrast is John who was known as the beloved disciple, and Judas
who would ultimately betray Jesus and turn him over to the authorities to be arrested.
Consider the intimate interactions Jesus had with Peter. Jesus seemed to bring Peter,
James, and John into more intimate settings such as the Mount of Transfiguration, or the
Garden of Gethsemane. Was Jesus playing favorites among the twelve or was the perfect
human being demonstrating something that was on the one hand profound, and on the
other hand deeply practical? Jesus demonstrated intimate connections with Peter, James,
and John; personal connections with the twelve, with the Mary Magdalen, with Lazarus,
and with Mary the mother of James; social connections with the crowds, in healings, and
with other groups of disciples who followed him; and public connections with the crowds
which he taught, with people he worshiped with; and the masses who gathered around
him.
In Joseph R. Myers book titled The Search to Belong he takes a theory by
anthropologist Edward T. Hall called proxemics and expounds on it to consider if human
beings might actually belong to one another in similar spaces. Hall’s proxemics was the
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term he used “for the interrelated observations and theories of man’s use of space” (Hall
1). These are spaces humans use to develop personalities, culture, and communication are
public, social, personal, and intimate. Hall used space between people to define the
“space” or proximity that defined that space. For example, less than eighteen inches apart
would be intimate space, eighteen inches to four feet apart would be personal space, four
to twelve feet would be social space, and over twelve feet would be public space. One
day while teaching Hall’s theory to students Myers had a profound epiphany that
belonging is multidimensional, and people belong to each other on different levels
(Myers 20). In one sense, this seems an all too obvious point, but on another level it can
help clarify so much about both the practicalities and complexities of relationship and
belonging.
His point is that there are essentially four types or spaces of relationships—public,
social, personal, and intimate. In all four the emphasis is belonging. It is not merely that
these spaces of relationship exist, it is rather that because of human’s hardwired need for
belonging in connection, it is important is for all human beings to find belonging in all
four of these spaces. To have a sense of belonging, people must connect, be committed,
and participate in all four spaces, and the connection must matter to them. Myers says
that the fundamental issue is not to just be in these kinds of relationships, but to belong in
these spaces of relationship (39). Below is a summary of how Myer’s defines each space.
Public belonging “happens when we connect through outside influences. It isn’t
about connecting person to person; it is about sharing a common experience” (Myers 41).
This happens when we connect through outside influences or events. These can happen
one time as on an airplane, be site specific such as at Starbucks, or be episodic like going
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to a sporting event. Public space is a shared experience of connection with others, who
are often perfect strangers. This is what happens in corporate worship, or when people
cheer and give high fives in the stands when their favorite team scores.
Social belonging is related to social space which is the small talk of relationships.
Myers says, “Social belonging is the space where we connect through sharing ‘snapshots’
of who we are. Such phrases as ‘first impression’ and ‘best foot forward’ refer to this
type of spacial belonging” (46). Social belonging is a space for neighbor relationships—
people have small talk with others on their street. They might even ask their neighbors
for small favors like checking the mailbox while they are away. Social space is also the
space where people decide whom they might want to go deeper with. Social space and
the interaction of small talk through “snapshots” is very important to a person's identity
formation and the part of themselves they regularly put on display for others to get a
sense of who they are.
Personal space is where friendship occurs. We might have friends that are more
social acquaintances, but personal belonging is where we are able to share our thoughts,
feelings, and experiences with another and feel a sense of safety and trust. Myers says,
“Personal space is where we connect through sharing private— although not ‘naked’—
experiences, feelings, and thoughts” (47). According to Myers, it is important to know
that the goal need not be to move every relationship from one space of belonging to the
next deeper level. Friendship is a real gift, and cannot be controlled and
compartmentalized. Sometimes friends come into a personal space for a season and then
drift back out. These spaces are not concrete. They are fluid.
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Intimate belonging is the deepest level. The clearest way to describe intimate
space comes from the depiction in Genesis where Adam and Eve were “naked, and they
felt no shame” (Gen. 2:25). Myers says, “In intimate space, we share ‘naked’
experiences, feelings, and throughs. Very few relationships are intimate. Intimate
relationships are those in which another person knows the ‘naked’ truth’ about us and yet
the two of us are ‘not ashamed’” (50). It is easy sometimes to think that intimate
relationships are the “Mecca” of relationship, but instead, Myers encourages that this
space is reserved for a select few people. It may not even be the same few people across
our lives, as all of these are fluid lines. We could not sustain more than a few of these
relationships and be in any measure healthy or have healthy boundaries (51).
One of the leading thoughts presented in this work, is that communities,
particularly churches need to think about ways to create and sustain belonging in all four
spaces. He argues that churches have often tried to make small groups the end all, be all
of discipleship. Pastors often suggest the small groups are where people will find their
community, will have pastoral care, support, Bible study, friendship, and prayer support.
That is a tremendous amount to ask of one group of eight to ten individuals who we are
often paired up with some manner of organization through a groups’ coordinator. In fact,
one frequent criticism pastors sometimes make of small groups are that they are too
“social” and do not go deep enough. Ironically, if taken seriously, Myers’ model leads to
the conclusion that small groups ideally are all about social belonging. There may be
people in a small group who grow into personal or even intimate relationships, but as far
as group dynamics are concerned, this is social interaction. Therefore, while the
possibility of going deeper is present, it can often be hit or miss. Some may be
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comfortable “going deeper” while others may feel the awkwardness of someone diving
deep in what otherwise feels like social space. Myers is not ultimately critiquing small
groups or small groups ministry; in fact he is for it. Rather he is trying to right size the
expectations placed upon them.
The discipleship gap is something this researcher has concluded after years of
small group training, research, and involvement in various sized groups and recovery
settings. The gap is the lack of settings in our faith communities for micro groups of three
to five individuals. The gap exists because most church leadership, if they are thinking of
discipleship at all, thinks of either a small group setting or one on one mentoring and no
viable options exist in the practice of most local churches between those two settings.
Barna research indicates that the generations of Millennials and Gen Z have a stronger
preference for one-on-one discipleship. The research says that “21% of Millennials are
more likely to prefer one-on-one discipleship, while only 14% of Gen-Xers say they
prefer this” (The State, 11). Interestingly, the Barna studies on discipleship that were
reviewed did not give participants the option of choosing a group of three to five as a
response to any of the research questions. It is as though entire generations of Christians
have forgotten or never knew that groups such as bands existed in the past. At best, if
such a group is ever mentioned, it is called “small group accountability”.
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Figure 2.1 Genius of early Methodist structure.

The image above is meant to illustrate the gap. The early Methodist and the
Moravians prior to them, intuited the need for structures that would allow people to have
deeper relationships. Not only did they foster deeper relationship, they were also
specifically inclined towards being a confessional community. They spoke very little of
“accountability” but instead placed it upon the responsibility of every believer to tell the
plain truth about the state of their souls, while the rest of the group watched over one
another in love.

While today churches still have corporate gatherings which bridge in between
public and social, and they have small groups, which rightly are social space and edge
toward personal, the “gap” exists squarely in the personal space which edges toward
intimate space. While one-on-one discipleship and mentoring relationships are certainly
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valuable, outside such organizations such as Navigators, it is scarcely represented in any
substantial way in the church. It is happening informally with very little structure or
strategy. Both Gallaty and Ogden are deeply committed to disciple-making, but both
found that one-on-one discipleship has many limitations. Gallaty highlights many reasons
why a group of three to five is preferable for discipleship and multiplication: First, when
one is the leader and one is the learner, it creates a power differential, and the one-on-one
meetings often become more of a counseling session. Secondly, one-on-one discipleship
is very difficult to reproduce. If the leader is years ahead and spends his/her time
bestowing his/her wisdom onto a learner, the learner may never feel ready to go and do
for others what the leader has done for him/her. However, if they are lead in a group
process, not only is it more reproducible, but there is also a multiplication factor instead
of a mere addition process. Lastly, one-on-one can be intimidating. While the one-on-one
sessions at first appear to be a safer setting to share deeper stuff such as secrets, people
are often more comfortable in a small group setting where they are not the only ones to
hear and respond, and others also share their “stuff” (Gallaty, 146-151).
While aspects contributing to the state of discipleship, and the missing
opportunities or gap of groups of three-to-five have been covered, the church is currently
facing two other disciples dilemmas that need to be discussed. One crisis is external to
the church, while the other is a crisis of the church’s own making. The first is the crisis of
a fast-paced and stressed out-culture, and the second is the church’s call to more activity
within the church as we invite people to serve and volunteer.
The Crisis of Stress and Hurry
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There is no greater enemy to the spiritual life than that of hurry. John Mark
Comer quotes Corrie ten Boom for saying , “If the devil cannot make us bad, he will
make us busy” (Comer, 20). Business and hurry take people out of a posture that allows
for deeper attention to the things of the Spirit. Much research has been done in the past
thirty years about the impact of stress hormones and the impact that past or present
traumatic experiences have on the brain. Through extensive neuroscience research and
the ability to use functional magnetic resonance imagery (FMRI’s) and positron emission
tomography (PET) scans, researchers have been able to capture images of the brain in
certain states of stress or in remembering traumatic episodes. While not explored in great
detail here, Bessel van der Kolk has written a popular level and accessible book titled The
Body Keeps the Score: Brain, Mind, and Body in the Healing of Trauma which has
tremendous implications for the way in which the church approaches spiritual formation
and discipleship. Willard warns that, “Hurry is the great enemy of spiritual life in our
day. You must ruthlessly eliminate hurry from your life” (Comer, 19) Researchers are
only beginning to understand the long term effects the fast-paced society is having on our
physical, spiritual, and emotional well-being. Anxiety and stress hormones are nothing
new. However, understanding the exact nature of the way these hormones interact in our
brains with greater clarity is very new research.
Of particular significance to the elimination of hurry are the amygdala and medial
prefrontal cortex. Van der Kolk nicknames the amygdala the “smoke detector” and the
medial prefrontal cortex the “watch tower”. In very basic terms the amygdala handles our
hypothalamus stress hormones. The amygdala is a very important part of our brain
functioning which controls what is often called fight or flight response and sometimes
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freezes. Without the amygdala we would be defenseless and protecting ourselves from all
manner of incoming threats, from snake bites to car wrecks, from all manner of being
able to detect danger or threat of any form. In a normal healthy functioning system, any
number of things across our day could cause our amygdala or smoke detectors to alert us
to danger. Often, the initial alert to danger or threat might be a false alarm. For example,
van der Kolk gives the illustration of a person smelling smoke and it turns out there is a
steak burning on the stove. It is the amygdala that alerts us to danger when we smell
smoke. It is prefrontal cortex of the watchtower that tells us, “Hey your dinner on the
stove is burning, you should run and take it off the heat.” In a normal circumstance like
this our watchtower keeps us form overreacting and finds a solution to the threat. With
the solution to the threat resolved, we complete what some researches call the “Stress
cycle” and your amygdala settles back down and we move on (van der Kolk, 60-65).
Many in modern times are experiencing is a type of low grade chronic stress.
Their amygdala’s are alerting them that there are threats all around- deadlines to keep,
heavy traffic, emails that need attending, relationships that are challenging, alerts on our
phones and other. The total of all multiple streams of ongoing stress hormones without
the completion of the stress cycle, is wreaking havoc on people’s bodies. The net result is
their emotional health suffers- as substantial studies have provided the link between
increased stress hormone (cortisol) and decreased levels of serotonin and dopamine. In
other words, increased anxiety and depression are deeply tied to the person’s ability to
navigate and resolve stress hormone.
Emily and Amelia Nagoski have written a phenomenal book entitled Burnout:
The Secret to Unlocking the Stress Cycle which outlines all this research. In it they
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distiguish between stress and a stressor. Stressor is the cause, and the stress is the stress
hormone that lingers and pulsates through a person’s body after he/she experiences a
stressor. Most people are only addressing the stressors, few people are addressing the
stress. Yet Nagoski and Nagoski say in fact it is the stress that is killing us as stress
hormones are being tied daily in substantial research to autoimmune and inflammatory
diseases of every sort and variety. They say, “This is the upside-down world we live in:
in most situations in the modern, post-industrial West, the stress itself will kill you faster
than the stressor will—unless you do something to complete the stress response cycle”
(8). In other words, everyone is offering solutions to eliminate or diminish stress, but
very few are offering practical solutions to how to get all the stress juices flushed from
the body after the daily dose of stressors. The result is that stress is killing us— literally
killing us.
If discipleship structures do not cause people to turn from all the external stressors
and begin to address the internal feelings, stress cycles, challenges, threats, burdens,
shame, challenging relationships, matters of the soul, secrets, and the like, then those
discipleship processes will likely do little to help believers address and cut through all the
noise and settle into the deeper matters of attuning themselves to the word of God, to the
voice of the Holy Spirit, and into deep and experiential friendship with God.
Calls to Service Stronger than Calls to Discipleship
Having served in local churches on staff and in official capacities of paid
positions of ministry, I have seen firsthand the constant call to service and volunteering
that as the clarion invitation to congregants. The challenge is not merely a matter of
whether it is good to serve. Of course, it is good to serve. The challenge is that service is
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held above the call to discipleship. If the great commission (Matt 28:18-20) is to make
disciples of all nations, then the logical case could be made that if churches are making
disciples, then one who serves the church serves this commission. However, if churches
are not making disciples or if they are doing it poorly as the Barna research suggests, then
what are people serving?
Teaching Replaced Discipleship
Many churches have attempted to fulfill the call to “make disciples” through
teaching. Gallaty points out that the King James Version of the Bible rendered the Greek
word for “make disciples” as “teach”. It reads “Go therefore and teach all nations…”
(Matt 28:19). This has been corrected back to “make disciples” in the New King James
Version, and in most modern versions. Gallaty’s point begs the question: How did four
centuries of this incorrect understanding impact the church today? He says, “Perhaps one
of the reasons why we haven’t seen an emphasis on discipleship at the forefront of our
ministries is that many have gone to the nations simply to ‘teach’ — not to disciple”
(Gallaty, 122).
Mike Breen also points out that the In the New Testament the word “disciples”
was used almost 270 times in the Gospels and in Acts, but it disappears from the Bible
after Acts 21. As the Gospel was moving from its cultural center in Jerusalem and made
its way on outward to Judea, Samaria, and the ends of the earth to places like Corinth,
Ephesus, and Rome, that there was no longer a cultural understanding of the
Rabbi/disciple paradigm. Paul had to search for a different analogy— and appears to have
landed on the familial language of a parent/child relationship, often calling his disciples
“true sons” in the faith (Titus 1:4; 1 Tim. 1:2). John also calls his disciples “little

Benjamin 96
children” or "children” in his epistle 3 John 4: “I have no greater joy than this: to hear
that my children are walking in the truth.” (Gallaty 124, Breen ch. 2)
Current models tend present teaching as a form of information exchange, but for
discipleship to occur the discipler must model and the disciple must become more
Christlike. The disciple is “learner”, but the learner puts into practice and becomes what
he/she is learning. The loss falls in the loss of relationship. It is hard to have a beneficial
relationship with a person who stands on a platform preaching to a crowd. This is not an
attempt to say that proclamation or preaching God’s word is not important— it is.
Recalling the initial understanding of the rabbi/disciple relationship, Breen says, “If you
are being discipled by a rabbi, you certainly want to know what the rabbi knows. But a
more important question is this: ‘How can I become who the rabbi is? Yes, I want to
know what he knows, but I also want to be like him!” (Breen, loc 2140). What has been
deeply lost from the biblical paradigms starting with Jesus with a few people—Peter,
James, and John and the other disciples— is the context of relationship. The church lacks
the ability to disciple, because many of its members, including its ministers, have not
been discipled. One cannot give away what one does not possess. Of course, a much
larger tragedy of today’s churches is lack of evidence that they are doing to any degree
what Paul admonishes in Eph. 4:11-13, that is, “the apostles, the prophets, the evangelist,
the shepherd and teachers” are to “equip the saints for the work of ministry.” Can anyone
honestly say that the work they are doing in the church today is squarely focused on
equipping and training the ALL the people of God for the work of ministry? The ministry
people ought to be prepared for is not merely to get others into the walls of a church and
make sure they can find their seats. As important as serving is, service must flow out of a
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life of committed discipleship to Christ. Christians do not serve to help and please others,
or to feel better about themselves. They serve out of friendship with Jesus as his
disciples. The highest and best service ought to be to “make disciples.”
“Love In” First, before "Love Out”
Joe Dongell gave a talk at New Room in 2014 entitled Sola Sancta Caritas =
Only Holy Love. This talk was later published into a small booklet by Seedbed. Dongell’s
talk has been called “A Wesleyan Manifesto” by those who were impacted by it. The
deepest insight the Wesley brothers mined from the Bible is that at the very heart of
religion is 1 John 3:9, “We love him because he first loved us.” Dongell says, “in the
larger logic of the gospel, profusion (output) can only be funded by infusion. ‘Love out’
can only be funded by ‘love in’” (40). The central point was this: Attempts to get church
goers to serve, or to get out and serve, often short changes the much needed required
work of the heart. Christians must be first infused with God’s love through the Holy
Spirit before they can truly love God or love others (41).
Believers can teach and tell those who are seeking God to love him and to love
others, but without a direct and transformative input of God’s love, they are pushing out
into the deep end seekers who have not first learned to swim. This is a direct result of the
failure of the churches to promote beneficial and intentional relationships of discipleship
with converts who are all but lost in crowds.
Other Contemporary Models to Consider
While many models have been researched during this study, there is real strength
and wisdom to be learned from four contemporary models. The first is Robby Gallaty’s
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work with Replicate Ministries and what they call D-Groups. While Gallaty is Baptist, he
has been a true student of John Wesley and modeled his D-groups after the bands.
Second, is Greg Ogden’s work with what he calls “Triads” and “Quads” of The
Global Discipleship Initiative. Ogden also is outspoken about why one-on-one structures
fail us at disciple making. In an article called “Making Disciples Jesus Way: A Few At A
Time,” after making strong points against one-on-one discipleship and for groups of
threes and fours Ogden says,
What are the climatic conditions in a discipleship group of three or four
that create the hothouse effect? There are four ingredients when exercised
in a balanced way that release the Holy Spirit to bring about a rapid
growth toward Christlikeness: This can be summarized in the following
Biblical principle: When we (1) open our hearts in transparent trust to each
other (2) around the truth of God's word (3) in the spirit of mutual
accountability ,(4) while engaged in our God-designed mission, we are in
the Holy Spirit's hothouse of transformation. (Ogden, 6)
Ogden pairs his group discipleship environment with a curriculum he created called
Discipleship Essentials, and in his own dissertation work for a Doctor of Ministry from
Fuller Seminary, Greg tested one-on-one environment, over and against small groups of
eight to ten people, and groups of three to four to ask which size group had the most
transformative potential? His research concluded that groups of three to four were
decisively superior among the participants he researched.
The third model is Neil Cole’s Life Transformation Groups. In his book called
Cultivating a Life for God he says, “A Life Transformation Group is made up of two to
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three people, all of the same gender, who meet weekly for personal accountability in the
areas of their spiritual growth and development” (63). If a group grows to four people, he
suggests that they multiply and never let the group size exceed three people. There is no
curriculum or training needed, the entire program fits on a bookmark that can be placed
inside a Bible. On one side of the card are eleven character transformation questions
largely modeled after Wesley, and on the other side is a prayer focus to pray specifically
for two to three individuals for salvation.
Fourth, is the work of John Wiest in the Wesleyan Church and his model, also
based on John Wesley’s band meeting simply called The Discipleship Group (or DGroups). He outlines his work with Bridge Church in Indianapolis, Indiana where they
have attempted to involved the majority of their in D-groups. He outlines this model in
full detail in his book called Banding Together: A Practical Guide For Disciple Makers.
Fifth, is the work of recovery communities such as Alcoholics Anonymous and
Celebrate recovery. I have spent countless amounts of time attending recovery ministries.
Initially, it was a place to take those seeking deeper help than the church could offer for
those facing addictions. Then in an Alcoholics Anonymous meeting I was stunned with a
life-changing epiphany in the form of a query— “How is it that Alcoholics Anonymous is
producing deeper fruit of discipleship in many of its attendees, than those attending our
churches?” The answer can be summarized in four points: 1). Recovery communities
encourage safe places to be honest and confessional. 2) Recovery communities press
attendees to look past the symptoms of their behavior, into the deeper root causes. 3)
Recovery communities pair learning from those who have already walked the path of
recovery, with the art of sponsoring an intentional mentoring relationship. 4) Recovery

Benjamin 100
communities invite their participants into the deep waters of “secrets” and when possible,
making amends.
A Community of Prayerful Love (Protoevangelicalism)
Earlier Willard’s gospel of “sin management,” was discussed. However, Willard
later directed his teaching at how he the teaching of Jesus should affect human
relationships one to another. Below is a summary of a model he laid out in Divine
Conspiracy.
It is a stretch to call the late Dallas Willard himself a “contemporary model.”
While he was actively involved in the discipleship and teaching of many, his scholarship
as a theologian has become and should become a deep well for those pursuing models of
spiritual formation in the twenty-first century church. Scott McKnight, in the forward to
the book by Black, The Theology of Dallas Willard: Discovering Protoevangelical Faith,
said, “When someone looks back in 2050 at the previous century’s evangelical church
influencers in North America, only a few names will rise to the top. I venture to suggest
N. T. Wright will be the Bible expert…and Dallas Willard will be spiritual formation
leader” (Black, preface).
Black clarifies what he means by “protoevangelical” when he says, “Willard
proposes a return to the original (proto) message of good news (evangel) articulated by
Jesus in the New Testament. For increasing numbers of disaffected evangelicals with
postmodern sensibilities, this protoevangelical vision offers a more robust doctrine of
God, a return to the primacy of discipleship to Christ, and the experience of a holistic and
integrated life in the Kingdom of God” (Black, “Returning”).
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While Willard did not suggest that he was outlining a discipleship model within
his seventh chapter of the Divine Conspiracy, it has tremendously solid biblical teaching
from the sermon on the mount, especially Matthew chapter 7, that forms what could be
called key kingdom values for relationship (or relational discipleship). The following is a
summary and categorizing of such principals for the purpose of this literature review:
Deal with “My Sin” before Attempting to Point out Yours
Willard points to Matt. 7:3-4 where Jesus encourages his followers to take care of
the board that is covering their own eye before they concern themselves with removing
the speck from their brother’s or sister’s eye. His encouragement is that a believer
eliminate all manner of condemnation toward others. Jesus words in Matt 7:1-2 warns
against judging others. Willard suggests that a person will never know how to truly offer
any help to another unless he/she abandons condemnation. Many take this passage to
mean that once they get something corrected in their own life such as overcoming a
particular sin, it means they are then able to condemn another more effectively. Willard
states, “Condemnation, especially with its usual accompaniments of anger and contempt
and self-righteousness, blinds us to the reality of the other person. We cannot ‘see
clearly’ how to assist our bother [or sister], because we cannot see our brother [or sister]”
(224). Only through the elimination of condemnation can one move to what could be a
better approach explored in the second point below. This has major implications for the
endorsement of micro-communities toward a confessional posture of self-disclosure over
and against traditional models of accountability where instead of a person being
responsible to be honest about themselves, the responsibility is transferred to someone
else to “hold” that person accountable. This in part lends wisdom to why traditional
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accountability relationships, while highly promoted among evangelicals, often yield little
fruit.
Make Discerning Requests over Making Judgements
If one is no longer contemning those around him, he can earn the place to make
thoughtful and discerning requests. Here Willard uses Matt 7:6-8 and brings correction
on the oft misappropriated uses of “giving what is holy to dogs, or throwing pearls before
swine.” This issue is not that pigs are unworthy of our pearls. Rather, it is a picture of
how futile a person’s efforts are in correcting and controlling others by pouring what they
might consider their “precious truths” upon those who are unable or unready to digest
(229). Willard suggests,“What we are actually doing with our proper condemnations and
wonderful solutions…is taking others out of their own responsibility and out of God’s
hands and trying to bring them under our control” (230). Instead, disciplers are to respect
others as spiritual beings who are responsible before God alone for the course they take
and their actions made in their own free will. This does not mean however, that one never
attempts to help another person. Instead with the practical good sense of a snake, and the
undevious innocence of a harmless dove (Mt. 10:16), the discipler must use wisdom and
timeliness to make a request of another. Healing can come to others through the dynamic
of a well-timed and gracious request. This is the wisdom of the ask-seek-knock passage
which Willard says applies first to the Christian’s approach to others (and secondarily in
our prayer to God) (231-232). “When we stand thus in the kingdom, our approach to
influencing others, for their good as well as ours, will be simply to ask: to ask them to
change, and to help them in any way they ask of us” (232). It is in this thoughtful and
gracious approach that one asks, and keep asking, in appropriate ways for others to not
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bend to their wills, but to become more like Jesus. We must remember that when
knocking and asking, the latch to the heart always opens inward (232). Thus, the person
is in control of how and what he/she will receive, and if the person does not open the
door, others must not take offense when someone does not hear them. The fact that one is
requesting and not demanding means that a person can say no, and the one who is
requesting “innocent as doves” can accept that response (233).
Lastly, Willard shares how the request actually promotes unity and fellowship
saying, “When I ask someone to do or to be or to give something, I stand with that person
in the domain of a constraint without force or necessitation. We are together. A request
by its very nature unites. A demand, by contrast, immediately separates” (233).
Take The Approach of Prayerful Love Over Quarrels
Willard shifts from the emphasis from asking what one wants of others (askknock-seek) to asking what the believer wants from their Father in heaven. Jesus’s
teaching is a continuous line. The basic answer to a person’s own urgent and often
anxious need to influence others is prayer. They must ask God. Willard says, “Our
confidence in God is the only thing that makes it possible to treat others as they should be
treated” (235). Matthew 7:12 is often separated from the preceding context where Jesus
says, “In everything do to others as you would have them do to you; for this is the law
and the prophets.” Instead, the golden rule is wrapped in all of the preceding eleven
verses of Mathew 7:1-11: In not judging others, in owning one’s own faults first, in
making wise and gracious requests of others, and in taking all of one’s requests to God.
The Christians’ confidence in God allows them to treat others this way.

Benjamin 104
Next, Willard points to the wisdom of James chapter 4. Here prayer is seen as an
alternative to fighting others to get what one wants. The solution to competition is that,
“We should turn to God in request and request what is good rather than only what we
want. We should pray that others succeed…receiving the good news of the kingdom will
enable us to do that, for it obliterates scarcity and win-lose relationships” (235-236).
Lastly, citing the wisdom of Bonhoeffer, Willard encourages a community of
prayerful love. In other words, in this approach all those who would be disciples can
never omit the presence and action of Jesus, saying, “We never go ‘one on one’; all
relationships are mediated through him. I never think simply of what I am going to do
with you, to you, or for you. Likewise, I never think of what you are going to do with me,
to me, and for me, but of what will be done by you and Jesus with me, to me and for me”
(236).
Summary of Willard’s Contributions to Spiritual Formation Practices
This nuanced and biblical approach to community is a much-needed correction to
Christian fellowship. It raises deep questions when Christians throw around phrases like
“putting someone in their place” or “they need to hear the truth” often adding “in love” as
an afterthought. It queries the approach when Christians simply spout their arguments
over the echo chambers of social media hoping to prove their points, while their
“corrections” are vastly void of a relational context. The dynamic that Willard is teaching
has worlds of wisdom within it for the approach to micro-community formation. It also
has major implications for endorsing micro-communities and moving them toward a
confessional posture over a correctional posture; towards wisdom sharing over advice
giving; and towards deep listening over offering shallow solutions.
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Research Design Literature
The literature review emphasized heavily not only the need for relationship, but
also that healing happens best in relationship. Evaluating the transformative potential of
relationship within a particular model, lends itself to both quantitative and qualitative
research. Due to the number of students who were evaluated after a three month
experience in a Discipleship Band, a survey seemed to be the best tool for research aimed
at discovering the large group understanding and experience within the model. Sensing
says, “A survey is a lengthy questionnaire that employs fixed choice responses. The
purpose of a survey is to describe characteristics or understandings of a large group of
people. When the desired sample size is so large that it is not feasible to interview or use
a questionnaire, then the survey is the best option” (Sensing, 2859) The survey was the
best means to gather quantitative date from the group.
While with using a survey with a larger group of students has its strengths, a
smaller group of students were invited into focus groups for interviews. These focus
groups allowed for rich qualitative data to come forth from what Sensing calls the “social
world of experience and seeks to make sense of lived experience” (57). These interviews
were transcribed and then coded into various sentiments. Madison Beard, the research
assistant on this project suggested a way to read through the interviews using multiple
passes and various codes to group together experiences and phrases with “like
sentiments”. The value of coding sentiments is that it can form a way to make qualitative
research more digestible and presentable by putting them into quantitative statements. For
example, “Seven out of ten students said they had a positive experience of spiritual
growth in this group.” When interpreting the data from the focus groups Sensing citing
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Moschella suggests three ways to read through the findings in order to help bring clarity
of understanding, “A literal reading will highlight particular words, phrases, language,
interruptions, and gestures. An interpretive reading of the data allows you to select and
organize the document according to ‘implied or inferred meanings.’ Finally, she suggests
a reflexive reading that brings to bear your personal feelings and understandings of the
data” (Loc 4637).
At the end of the survey were three short answer qualitative questions. This
offered an additional way to gather qualitative responses from the larger group of
students who did not have an opportunity to give their unique personal experiences in a
focus group. This adds a three question questionnaire to the end of the survey. All three
tools aimed to allow students to share their free and individual perspectives without
prompting. The students were encouraged to be completely honest about their
experiences whether positive or negative, and informed that their honest feedback would
help Asbury University and Seedbed improve the Discipleship Bands model.
Summary of Literature
Having covered Biblical and theological foundations, as well as historical and
contemporary matters at some length, it will be here helpful to summarize some of the
key points made across this chapter.
Summary of Biblical & Theological Overview
While much could be said regarding the way in which Jesus offers new birth and
restoration of relationship with the Triune God. The purpose of the brief survey of
scripture and biblical theology was to identify at a few central points which have
significance for the whole project:
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Having been created in the image of God the entirety of our human existence is
grounded in relationship— with God, with others, with self, and with creation.
All human beings have experienced a profound fracturing in their relational
universe: (a) Starting with a loss of connection to our Creator, they hide from Him and
deny their guilt before him. (b) This causes profound disintegration with their own “self”.
(c) Rather than an honest confession of their sin, they project their blame upon others or
God. (d) Their denial and blame fractures their ability to live in harmony with others. (e)
Without harmony in their relationship with God, self, and others— they in turn exploit
God’s creation. In short, they deny the truth about God; They deny the truth about
ourselves; they; deny the truth about others; and they abuse and exploit the whole of
creation, often unwittingly.
The entirety of the scriptures can be seen as God’s attempt to deal with the
problem of sin and to rescue humanity by restoring humans to relationship with Him
which then begins to restore all other forms of relationships.
No human attempt at following the law, no matter how pious, will have the power
to restore and heal the human heart from sin and reconcile people to God.
Only in and through the redemptive work of Jesus on the cross and access to him
through the Word and Spirit, can human beings be born again or experience new birth.
While people are justified alone by God through grace, Jesus has commissioned
his church to be the redemptive vehicle to offer redemptions and healing to the world.
Therefore, robust fellowship with believers is paramount. Deeper still is how an
individual person breaks through into fellowships that is healing and sanctifying in
nature. Believers have believed for far too long that they should pray their way into being
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sanctified. While prayer certainly fosters our intimacy with God, it is the confessional
community and beneficial relationships that are the growth engine of sanctification.
That today’s church in North America is missing the mark of Jesus’ central
teaching and aims to actively transform and sanctify the life of each believer from the
inside out. The goal is not merely get Christians to “be good” and “do good” as a means
of covering up the lack of inward transformation that many who call themselves Christian
are experiencing.
Summary of Historical Review
The historical portion of the literature review highlighted several primitive
movements of Christianity with emphasis on engaging scripture, fellowship, prayer, and
micro-group formation. It gave less emphasis on Wesley, who certainly proliferated and
popularized bands in Methodism, but wove a trail from pre-reformers, to Pietism and
inward heart transformation, into the Moravian Church that should be properly
recognized as the prime engineers of this type of multifaceted group approach to spiritual
transformation. Wesley himself gave to all the sources of inspiration that spawned a great
return to primitive Christianity and movement of Methodism. If ever there was a single
doubt as to the impact Wesley and the British Methodist movement has had globally,
consider these numbers given by Winfield Bevin’s in Marks of Movement: “Today
British Methodism has around 1.2 million members throughout its various churches. The
British Methodism movement has given birth to numerous other international
denomination, which today number over 40 million people” (151).

Summary of Contemporary Challenges
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The primary objective of the contemporary challenge facing discipleship was to
illustrate the current crisis facing churches in the twenty-first century. Not only is church
attendance in steep decline, it is also increasingly difficult to tell the difference between a
committed Christian and anyone else in the broader culture. The goal of any discipleship
methodology or strategy is not moralism or behavior management, but rather
transformation. The purpose of the review of contemporary challenges was to address
contemporary issues facing weak relationships. Some magical program will not suddenly
turn the tide of discipleship in the churches. It will take a radical shift in the way in which
the church creates space for transformative relationships. It will require releasing control
and allowing more organic, and sometimes more messy relational environments to
unfold. Recovery communities and discipleship models which embrace a “few a time”
mentality are not quick fix solutions. If the band meeting in its pinnacle had twenty
percent of Methodist participating, it must be remembered that a relatively small group of
individuals in any given community can shift the culture. Rather than focusing on a
program in which every member of the community participates, it must become the goal
of every community of faith to create environments where people can stair step into
deeper levels of faith and commitment. If no pathway is given, people will take whatever
path they want. Most of those pathways will lead them, and coming generations, straight
outside the church to programs offering happiness, health, well-being, and healing
whether they can truly come through on their claims or not.
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CHAPTER 3
RESEARCH METHODOLOGY FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
This chapter discloses the research methodology that was used for this project
along with descriptions of how the methods were utilized and how the instruments were
designed. In addition, the unique context of Asbury University is examined, along with a
timeline for the project, how these participants were chosen, and what ethical measures
were taken to protect them, as well as steps taken to ensure the reliability and validity of
the research. Lastly, descriptions of how data was collected and analyzed conclude the
chapter. The overarching intent of this chapter is to give step-by-step procedures for how,
and with whom this research was conducted.
Nature and Purpose of the Project
Christian organizations and churches in North America find themselves in a crisis
regarding Christian discipleship. Most mission statements proclaim boldly a central
theme that the church’s purpose is to make disciples of all people, but much research
points out that while churches may be producing members or followers, the depth of
transformation in the lives of people seems to be stalled beyond the early stages of
justification by faith and activity in church. Discipleship bands are intended to be a
highly relational solution to provide a context whereby deeper levels of Christian faith
can be explored and actualized. The discipleship bands’ model and approach are an
adaptation of early Methodist band meetings designed by Seedbed for a twenty-first
century audience. To date, I have been intimately involved as the co-creator of this model
along with John David (J.D.) Walt, who is the primary leader and founder of Seeded. The
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approach and model of discipleship bands is being adopted and proven effective in many
local church settings among older adults, but it has yet to be a proven approach that a
college student would find transformative. Upon hearing that Asbury University had
adopted this approach as a part of the offerings of the spiritual life office, and that nearly
three hundred students voluntarily signed up to form discipleship bands Seedbed
recognized a golden opportunity to research the effectiveness of its program among
young adults. The nature of this project was to see what could be learned from the student
participants and to assess how the bands might be contributing to spiritual growth of the
students. Seedbed wanted to learn from the negative and positive experiences of these
students and to learn what the students perceived about how the bands contribute to their
spiritual transformation. Seedbed also wanted to discover how well they understood the
model through initial training and then weekly participation in a discipleship band
meeting.
The purpose of the research was to evaluate the effective best practices and
transformational potential for Asbury University students who have been participating in
Seedbed’s model of Discipleship Bands after a period of three months of involvement.
Research Questions
To focus in on uncovering transformative potential and best practices for
discipleship bands, three research questions guided the research done with Asbury
University students experience.
RQ #1. What are students experiencing that would indicate the transformational
potential of participating in a discipleship band with specific regard to deeper
understanding and connection with self, God, and others?
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This research question addressed the transformative experience of Asbury
University students with particular attention to asking if participants had experienced
deeper connection or understanding of self, God, or others as a direct result of being in a
discipleship band. To get at this on a quantitative level the research survey specifically
addressed the transformative potential of deeper connection and understand of self
through questions fifteen, sixteen, twenty-two, twenty-five, and twenty-nine. In addition,
the qualitative portion of the survey included question thirty-two along with question four
of the focus group questions aimed at deeper connection or understanding of self. In the
survey the quantitative questions thirteen, eighteen, twenty, and twenty-six, and in the
focus group the qualitative question two along with this follow-up of question two were
aimed at discovering if the students experienced a deeper connection with and a better
understanding of God. Lastly, survey questions eight, nine, twelve, nineteen, twenty-one,
twenty-three, twenty-four, and thirty-one provided quantitative data and question six
from the focus group provided qualitative data about the transformative impact on
students through a deeper understanding and greater connection with others.
RQ #2. What best practices and potential obstacles do the students identify
regarding the discipleship band model?
This research question attempted to uncover any correlation between training and
compression of the model about how it might impact a positive or negative experience.
Are the students practicing their band meetings just as they were trained to, or do they
deviate from those suggestions? If they do follow the model, what did they experience as
helpful best practices or potential obstacles about the model. The survey utilized
quantitative questions six, seven, ten, eleven, fourteen, seventeen, twenty-seven, and
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twenty eight as well the qualitative questions thirty-two through thirty-four, and the focus
group utilized questions one to gather qualitative data for research question two.
RQ #3. How do the findings of transformative potential and best practices inform
Seedbed's model of Discipleship Bands and Asbury University's implementation of
the model?
This question aimed to bring synthesis between the data of the students felt
experience of transformation and their experience of both the training and practicing the
model to make suggestions for changes to Seedbed’s approach to discipleship bands
moving forward. The purpose of this research question was to bring into focus the postintervention nature of this project. Question five of the focus group interviews asked
students to suggest what they would change about the experienced training or
participation in a band. Also, several quantitative questions surrounding training and
comprehension of the model were directly aimed at potential improvements. These
included questions four through ten, thirteen, twenty-four, twenty-eight, and thirty.
Ministry Context
The ministry context was at Asbury University a Christian liberal arts university
with a strong emphasis on the spiritual life and discipleship of their students. Students are
required to attend chapel worship services on a regular basis and to take core required
courses in Bible and basic Christian beliefs. The school itself is located in the small rural
town of Wilmore, Kentucky, about fifteen miles south of Lexington. The institution is
over one hundred years old and has strong roots in Wesleyan-Arminian theology and
deep historic ties to Methodism though it serves a variety of denominations and would be
considered inter-denominational. Historically Asbury would consider itself orthodox,
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conservative theologically, and evangelical. Asbury University has a strong emphasis on
personal holiness as well as social engagement as people of God. While students are
required to participate in certain aspects of spiritual life including weekly chapel
attendance and checking in for regular meetings in their dorm with a peer student leader
called a spiritual life assistant, they were not required to participate in discipleship bands.
Instead, discipleship bands were shared as an alternative to small groups, and the only

students strongly encouraged to participate were the spiritual life assistants (SLA).
Like any Christian liberal arts university there is a mixture of why students are
attending the school. Some have family, friends or parents who are alumni. Others choose
to attend there because of their emphasis on spiritual life as a strong Christian setting and
community. Others may be there because their parents wanted them to be in a Christian
setting. There are also students who are there mainly through scholarship, athletics, and
proximity to the school. The point is that not all students cherish the Christian
atmosphere promoted on campus, but through interviews and conversations with the
leadership of the Spiritual Life Department it seems that the majority have the desire to
grow spiritually.
Asbury University leadership clearly desires to assist students in growing as
disciples. With a rich tradition in Wesleyan and Methodist roots along with their many
off shoots and a strong aspiration to help students grow in sanctification or holiness,
Asbury was an ideal setting to implement and research Seedbed’s model of discipleship
bands.
Participants
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The participants for the study were chosen from within a sub-group of Asbury
University students who voluntarily signed up to learn about and participate in
discipleship bands.
Criteria for Selection
There were four basic criteria used to obtain a sample for the survey:
1. Participants were invited to voluntarily take part in this research by the

Office of Spiritual Life.
2. Participants needed to have successfully formed a band and at least got it
started (meeting at least once).
3. Participants needed to be above the age of eighteen as legal adults so that
they could voluntarily choose to be a part of this research.
4. All participants needed to have only been in a discipleship band for a
period of three months.

These four criteria helped ensure that there would be consistency of experience among
the participants. They all learned about discipleship bands as the program was introduced
in September of 2018. They all experienced the same information, training, and materials.
They all closed out their first experience in a discipleship band at the close of the
semester between November 26 and December 10, 2018. While it was not a requirement,

every participant ended up being a traditional undergraduate student aged between
eighteen and twenty-two. Participants were chosen from a larger group of 250 students
who had voluntarily signed up to learn more about discipleship and then went on to form
a band made up of two to four of their student peers. I wanted to learn where points of
failure may lie and did not want to eliminate those who had a rough start or whose bands
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were not successful. Lastly, while lengthy experience in a discipleship band may glean
helpful research, the purpose of this project was focused on introducing the concept,
training the model, forming the bands, and then checking in at the three-month mark to
see what could be learned from their experiences. Jeanie Banter, Assistant Director of
Spiritual Life and Assistant Chaplain, was the primary point person at Asbury University
assisting the researcher in selecting and communicating with the research participants.

Greg Haseloff, Director of Spiritual Life and Chaplain, was also highly engaged in the
project.
Description of Participants
Participants were male and female adult college students, aged eighteen to
twenty-two, who were participating voluntarily in Discipleship Bands through the
Spiritual Life Office of Asbury University. The participants were predominantly
Caucasian, though some other races were involved in the larger sample. Most participants
grew up in a Christian home or under Christian influence and most would consider
themselves to be either Christian or having grown up participating in a Christian church.
Ethical Considerations
Informed consent was received by participants at the opening description of the
research, and the opening question of the online survey through Survey Monkey.
Participants had to read the informed consent before proceeding to the questions, and
they also had to select “I agree” to the question “Do you agree to participate in this
survey?” The participants of the focus groups were given a written copy of Discipleship
Bands Research Informed Consent form and read, signed and dateed the document before
the in person focus group could begin.
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Confidentiality for the Survey was ensured using the privacy procedures of the
online survey tool, Survey Monkey, which can be found at
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/legal/privacy-policy/. The survey and the results are
stored in a password protected account at Survey Monkey. In addition, surveys were
filled out without asking for the participants ’names. Participants ’names and emails were
only given to the researcher if participants answered “yes” to being willing to participate

in a focus group held in person on campus with four to six other students.
Confidentiality of the focus groups was obtained by ensuring that participants
knew through the signed copy of the informed consent that their answers were
confidential and only accessible to the research team. Physical copies of the informed
consent were signed by focus group partisans and stored in my personal safe. Participants
also understood through written and verbal disclosure that they were free to answer or not
answer any of the questions and were free to leave the focus group at any time they
choose. Audio recordings of the focus groups were obtained with permission from the
participants and were stored on a password protected storage device. The audio from the
focus groups were transcribed by Go Transcript, a confidential online transcription
service found at: https://gotranscript.com/. Copies of the transcript remained in a
password protected online google drive account. As indicated by Sensing, when
conducting the interview, I emphasized at the beginning and end of the session the
importance of respecting others privacy and anonymity (loc. 1181). Any data that was
saved on the my computer was stored in a password protected encrypted folder and was
only accessible by the research team. Any data printed in hard copies were secured in my
personal locked safe.
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Lastly, confidentiality of all research participants was ensured by only using the
research responses in the aggregate to form a composite of responses. Anywhere that
individual responses to qualitative questions are quoted in the research they are identified
using the three-letter code “stu” short for student followed by a number designated to that
participant. Due to an outside researcher seeking participants for this study among a
student population careful consideration was given to the scope and access of this

research at Asbury University with both the Dean of Students, Sarah Baldwin, and the
chair of Asbury University Institutional Review Board, Bonnie Descoteaux. The
researcher was required to receive written permission from the Dean of Students and the
IRB before proceeding with human contact on campus.

Instrumentation
Two researcher designed instruments were used in this project for data collection.
The first was a survey with thirty-seven questions. The second was a focus group with a
series of questions asked of the participants.
The survey was predominantly quantitative in nature. The first three questions
were informed consent, age, and gender. Questions four through eleven were designed as
multiple choice or binary form questions getting at size of their band, meeting frequency,
how long they have known others in the group, and how long their meeting typically
lasted. Questions 12 through 31 were forced choice Likert Scale of 1-5 with the range of
options from, “strongly disagree”, disagree”, “neither agree nor disagree”, “agree” and
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“strongly agree”. The last three questions of the survey moved to open ended qualitative
short responses through participants writing no more than a few sentences.
The focus group was a researcher-designed, semi-structured instrument used to
facilitate a discussion with three groups of four to six participants. Participants needed to
elect on the survey that they were willing to participate in a focus group. The rationale for
this instrument was to allow students who had experienced being in a discipleship band to
share with the researcher and with each other what their experience was like. The focus
group environment created a space where one student’s sharing would create synergy
with another student’s sharing. The instrument used involved seven questions. Each
question had an optional follow-up question depending on how much conversation or
lack of conversation any one question brought. Participants were in the focus group for a
total of about forty-five minutes. There was no discrepancy given to gender or whether
students knew one another within any of the focus groups. These focus groups were
moderated in person my me.
Expert Review and Pilot Test
The research methods used were sent to my dissertation advisor, Ellen Marmon,
Discipleship Bands co-creator John David Walt for review and consideration. The
research method tools were designed in collaboration with a member of the research team
named Madison Beard who is Lead Data Scientist and Research at Cisco in Raleigh, NC.
Beard has been the expert reviewer of the research tools (both surveys and focus group
questions) and brought indispensable contributions to ensure the validity and reliability of
the research tools.
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After completing the tools and receiving feedback from the research team, I
performed a pilot test of the survey with the Office of Spiritual Life staff at Asbury
University to ensure the online tool was working correctly, to provide user feedback, and
to ensure that they felt confident in the research tool being used with their students.
Reliability & Validity of Project Design
The process to ensure the survey and focus groups would be reliable and yield

valid data came through careful consideration in the design phase of the instruments.
After reviewing the project’s purpose statement and research questions with the expert
reviewer, Madison Beard, she recommended that all the questions be formatted in an
excel spreadsheet with direct correlations to which pieces of data would bring insight to a
corresponding aspect of the research question, as well as specific consideration to the
intent of every question asked. If a question did not have strong enough intent or was not
directly aimed at a relevant research query, the question was edited or cut. Beard
regularly develops tools like this as a research scientist and was able to edit the
researcher’s questions so that they would have high comprehension and yield consistent
and reliable responses among participants. Beard modified the my original questions to
build in intensifiers so that participants choosing “strongly agree” or “strongly disagree”
would not be an easy and default choice. Examples would be, “I am able to share
completely openly about my struggles”, or “I am always able to confess sin”. This allows
for variance of answers so that a person has to feel very strongly about the statement to
find themselves on the extreme ends of the Likert Scale. Lastly, it was decided to use the
neutral option on the Likert Scale questions as many of the questions were deliberately
opinionated so that if a question created too much cognitive dissonance that neutral
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option was in place. Specific attention was given to pose questions that gave equal
opportunity to report both positive and negative experiences.
The focus group allowed for a qualitative method of assessment where ideas and
experiences of the participants could be shared. The eight questions were designed to be
open-ended and reflective. The researcher designed the questions to help participants
think back on their experiences. The questions and possible follow up questions were

aimed at securing some consistency of data from the various focus groups, but they also
gave room for a wider range free flowing answers which Richard Krueger states is the
importance in a focus group of “asking question that yield powerful information.”
(Krueger, 6). In addition, the researcher leaned heavily on the expertise of an article
written by Krueger entitled “Designing and Conducting Focus Group Interviews.” Here
as I functioned as the moderator for the focus groups, I learned the importance of such
matters as setting the tone, making the space welcoming and inviting, sitting around a
table in a circle, and moving from more generic questions to more specific. The goal was
to create an environment where students could share openly with one another and the
researcher what their experience was like. For example, the aim was getting at what they
felt, what they learned, what they remembered, what challenges they faced, and what
positive outcomes they gained through being in a discipleship band.
Data Collection
The project was designed as a mixed-method, post-intervention, which used a
quantitative online survey with the exception of three open ended questions at the end
and qualitative focus groups. The survey was accomplished through the online platform
called Survey Monkey and was emailed out by the Asbury University Spiritual Life
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Office to each of the 250 students who had participated in a Discipleship Band. To gather
responses quickly, participants had five days in which to complete the survey. In as much
as was possible among a fairly narrow demographic of college students who had all
participated in Discipleship Bands, I attempted what Lincoln and Guba call “maximum
variation sampling” (202) in order to have a broad range of perspectives. In other words,
I did not seek only participants who had a successful experience, but rather desired to

have responses from the entire possible number of students who had interacted with the
Discipleship Bands model to any degree. Judith Bell affirms that the survey is a great tool
for a “large group of individuals to enable the research not only to describe but also to
compare, to relate one characteristic to another and to demonstrate that certain features
exist in certain categories” (11).
The focus groups were achieved and collected by asking survey respondents on
the final question if they “Would be willing to participate in a Focus Group (with 4-8
others students) to better understand your experiences (both positive and negative) in a
discipleship band?” Each of the Focus Groups lasted for about forty-five minutes and
were all conducted in person. I recorded each focus group session on an audio recording
device, and took notes during the session. The audio of the focus group sessions was
transcribed with a transcriptions service noted earlier, and each student was designated a
code (stu1, stu2, stu3). While Sensing suggest that focus groups work best when the
participants are stranger, in this case being a small campus that was virtually impossible
(loc. 2947). Most of the focus group participants were not in the same discipleship band,
but a small number of focus group participants desired to come and share their
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experiences together with those who had been in the same band. Both categories of
participants enriched the conversation.
Data Analysis
The data was collected in a mixed-method format with the quantitative portion
being a thirty question Discipleship Bands Survey online. The qualitative portion was the
focus group sessions conducted on campus at Asbury University in person with the

students.
The online platform SurveyMonkey provides reports and analytics tools to those
opting for premium services which the researcher utilized. These tools allow for a variety
of reports and analytics. In addition, Madison Beard on my research team helped code
and identify key themes in the data which brought substance and illumination to the
research questions and purpose.
The focus group sessions were audio recorded, transcribed, and coded into a
Word document where they could be analyzed. Answers from participants from the same
question were placed side-by-side for comparison in an Excel spreadsheet. This allowed
the data to reveal both similarity and variance of answers. After reading through the
transcripts and placing similar responses with side-by-side I created codes for recurring
themes. These coded segments were then brought into a separate Word document along
with participants response to support each theme.
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CHAPTER 4
EVIDENCE FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
Students at Asbury University are strongly encouraged to participate in activities
which will nourish and enhance their spiritual growth as a central part of the community
life on campus. Some of these activities, such as chapel attendance are mandatory, while
others such as participation in a small group or Discipleship Bands are not mandatory but
strongly encouraged. During the years leading up to this research, participation in small
groups and Bible studies had declined significantly on campus.
This chapter identifies the participants of the study and the demographic profile. It
then presents the quantitative data from the Discipleship Bands survey and the coded
qualitative data from the focus group interviews for each of the three research questions.
The methodology used across the chapter was that of descriptive analysis. For the
qualitative open-ended questions, a research method called “manual natural language
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process analysis” (NLP) was utilized. This process helps make meaning out of the
individual responses by grouping them in ways that derive themes. When multiple
responses find similarity of sentiment, it allows for quantitative data to be derived from
qualitative responses. This methodology was promoted for this project by the research
assistant, Madison Beard, who is a research scientist at Cisco. A similar process was used
for the focus group transcripts, and in addition quotes which exemplify themes in the
research were identifies. Chapter four concludes with a list of the emerging themes and
findings from the data.
Participants
The Discipleship Bands survey was sent out by the Spiritual Life office at Asbury
University to all 250 students who had voluntarily participated in the Discipleship Bands
program. Students self-selected whether they would participate in the survey, and no
specific requirement other than having signed up to be in a band was required. Whether
the students had a positive or negative experience in the band did not affect the invitation
to participate. Students were invited whether their group was successful and had met
together for three months at the time of the survey, or whether the group failed to meet at
all. Of the 250 who were invited, seventy-eight students agreed to participate in the
survey. Seventy-one completed the entire quantitative portion of the survey—questions 1
through 31, and sixty-one went on to complete the three qualitative open-ended questions
at the end of the survey—questions 32 to 34.
Of the seventy-one who completed the survey, twenty-six said they were willing
to participate in an on-campus focus group interview and provided the researcher their
email address. Of those twenty-six potential interviewees, eighteen agreed to participate
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in three separate focus group interviews lasting approximately forty-five minutes in
length with the researcher acting as the moderator. On the day of the interviews two
participants did not show up. Focus group 1 had six participants, focus group 2 also had
six, and focus group 3 had four participants for a total of sixteen. The demographic
profile of those who participated in the survey is represented in Figure 4.1 for gender and
4.2 for age. Education for all would corresponded closely with their age. All are active
undergraduate college students ranging from freshman to senior years. Since a smaller
subset of students was utilized for the focus groups from the survey participants, the

demographics for focus groups are the same.
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Figure 4:1: Gender of survey and focus group participants.
Figure 4:2: Age of survey and focus group participants

Research Question #1: Description of Evidence
What are students experiencing that would indicate the transformational potential
of participating in a Discipleship Band with specific regard to deeper understanding and
connection with self, God, and others?
The nature of this research question lends itself to being better understood in three
parts. Do the students have a deeper connection and understanding to self, to God, and to
others? The reporting of the findings of this question are better understood through
coding them separately as research question 1A, 1B, and 1C. Given the research findings
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gleaned from the review of literature in Chapter 2, it became apparent that transformation
happens most readily in the context of relationship, and that due to the fracturing of
relationships through sin and the fall, humans need restoration and healing in each of
those major areas of relationship with God, with self, with others, and with creation.
Because the primary activities of a discipleship band are about God, self, and others, this
research excluded transformation in “understanding and connection” with creation.
Connection and Understanding of Self
On the thirty-four-question discipleship band survey the first thirty-one questions
were quantitative and the final three were qualitative. They are coded as 1 to 31 for
quantitative, and Q32 to Q34 for the qualitative results. The focus groups had seven
questions coded as FGQ1 to FGQ7 and each had at potential follow up question which
when noted will be coded as FG1F or FG2F.
To discover if participating a discipleship band impacted the students’
understanding of themselves or their “self” they were asked qualitative questions 15, 15,
22, 25, and 29 through the survey (see Table 4.1) They were also asked the open ended
question Q33 (see Table 4.2) and focus group question FGQ4.

Benjamin 129
Table 4:1 Research Question 1A: Transformational Potential of Discipleship Bands

Through Deeper Connection with “Self”
One of the basic practices of being in a discipleship band involves the ability to
answer questions in a self-reflective way. Each participant answered a series of questions,
and for the first six weeks, they were encouraged to focus just on band meeting questions.
The first was, “How is it with your soul?” The second question was, “What are your
struggles and successes?” The third question was, “How might the spirit and scriptures be
speaking in your life?”. The first two band meeting questions require a person to look
inward and say, “How am I doing at the level of soul - or in my inner being?” The second
band meeting question requires reflection on a person’s inward and external struggles.
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Some of the survey questions were designed to learn how the students felt about
sharing their personal struggles during the band meetings. Question fifteen on the survey
shows that 85.61% of students responded favorably by agreeing or strongly agreeing that
they were able to share the struggles and successes “openly” in the group. While 10%
disagreed and 4.29% were neutral. Sharing ones struggles with their band was a direct
programmatic and clear outcome that they were asked to participate in. Therefore, strong
favorability is likely, and in this case nearly 9 out of 10 students said they were able to
accomplish this.
However, survey questions 16 and 22 asked the students concerning a much more
indirect outcome about coming to love themselves more and being more in tune with
their feelings. On these questions the “strongly agree” percentages dropped significantly
from question fifteen where 37.14% strongly agreed that they shared openly. In response
to question 16, only 9.68% strongly agreed that they loved themselves more which was a
drop of 27.46%. In response to question 22, only 18.31% strongly agreed that they were
more in tune with their feelings which was drop of 18.83%. Thus, the overall
favorability dropped from 9 out of 10 who could share struggles openly to 5 out of 10
who felt they loved themselves more as a result.
Questions twenty-five and twenty-nine were aimed at discovering the
transformative potential of discipleship bands. Question twenty-five directly asked the
students if felt they were overcoming struggles or unhealthy habits as a direct result of
participation in the band. The responses indicated a 64.28 percent favorability to the
question. This indicates that roughly two in three students felt that after the limited
experience of being in the band for three months, it was contributing to overcoming

Benjamin 131
struggles or unhealthy habits. Question twenty-nine was aimed at determining whether
students felt the safety, trust, or vulnerability to share in this group things that they had
not been able to share elsewhere. Remarkably nearly 50 percent answered favorably,
indicating that almost 1 in 2 students found an outlet in a discipleship band to share
things that they had not, or would not, share elsewhere.
It should be noted from a programmatic level outcome, students were encouraged
to wait until they had participated in the band for at least six weeks before they answered
the band meeting question number five about “any secrets or hidden things that you
would like to share with the band.” I, as the researcher, taught the participants about
sharing secrets. I encouraged the students only to share secrets about which they felt
some level of ongoing struggle, bondage, or shame. I taught them clearly that answering
was completely voluntary, that all people have secrets, that not all secrets are bad or need
to be shared, and that if they preferred not to share something, it was okay. Lastly, if they
felt they were dealing with something too difficult or heavy to share within the band they
were encouraged to seek out the campus professional counseling services which are
provided to every student free of charge.
Question fifteen asked how openly they could share struggles in the group.
Question sixteen asked if they have come to love themselves more as a result of the
group, and question twenty-two asked if they are more in tune with their feelings as a
result of being in a discipleship band. The findings from this group of questions suggest
that students are indeed experiencing greater connection to themselves. For example,
85.71 percent of the students agreed or strongly agreed that they have been able to openly
share about their struggles and successes in the group. In addition, 70.42 percent agreed
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or strongly agreed that they were “much more in tune with their feelings” because of
being in the band. However, when it came to answering the question, “I’ve come to love
myself more as a result of being a part of this band,” only 53.52 percent indicated an
answer of agree or strongly agree, and those who responded to the neutral answer and
said that they neither agreed not disagreed increased significantly to 36.62%.
When students responded to the short answer question Q33 at the end of the
survey, they typically responded in two to three typed sentences. To correlate these
qualitative responses each response was manually given a code in order to group
responses into sentiments. Fifty-nine students responded to qualitative question thirtythree and 19 students opted not to answer the qualitative portions of the survey
questionnaire. The question was, “What have been the top three most rewarding parts of
being in a discipleship band?”
The top ten most rewarding aspects reported by students were as follows: Fortyone students said connection with others or fellowship; 24 said that it was connection to
God or growing spiritually; 21 named being able to be vulnerable with others and not be
judged; 15 identified being supported in prayer; 13 mentioned a deeper connection with
self; 11 said accountability; 7 cited support or encouragement; 6 named helping others; 2
spoke about having a safe and confidential space; and 2 mentioned being known by
others. Table 4.2 below demonstrates visually the top five responses.
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Table 4:2 Qualitative Question 33: Top Three Most Rewarding Parts of Being in a Band
Question 33 overlapped with some of the other research questions within the
scope of this project. However, when asked to name “the top three rewarding aspects of
participating in a discipleship band,” 22 % of the students noted that a deeper connection
to “self” was a rewarding aspect and of specific value. In contrast, typically a group
experience is rewarding because of the group or communal aspect of one’s participation.
It is no surprise that, “deeper connection with others” was noted by 7 out of 10 students
as the most rewarding aspect. Small group ministries have long held the highest value of
small group participation as “connection with others.”
Of additional significance to the findings was the prevalence of students who
indicated that being able have a place to be vulnerable was rewarding. For 36% of the
students, it was one of the top three most rewarding aspects. To be vulnerable is to
expose or share a part of yourself that is likely private or more personal in nature. One of
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the phrases that jumped out in this section of the research was the number of students
who specifically noted the positive combination of being able to be “vulnerable without
being judged”. While the value of not being judged is likely a prevalent desire in all
human beings, it does seem to indicate that the experience of “being judged” may be
higher among younger demographics of individuals. Therefore, having a place that
teaches how to hold confidentiality at the highest level, and an environment that
encourages participants to actively listen and respond in prayer instead of offering
solutions or advice, is creating a safe enough space that students have in some sense
coined a phrase that carries significance in the longings of students— a place to be
“vulnerable without being judged.”
Lastly, focus group interviews asked students to share a prominent memory from
the band and were organized into common sentiments which are represented in Table 4.4
Below.

Table 4:3 The Most Prominent Memory of Being in a Discipleship Band
Focus Group Question Four: If you were to describe your most prominent memory of being in
your discipleship band that stands out, what would it be?
Common
Sentiments

Number of
Respondents

Percent

Quote
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Doing life
consistently with
these people

3 of 11

27.2% “Just having those Friday mornings that are just so
intentional and just sitting there and we have intentional
time to go through, then we always have 10 to 15
minutes at the end where we will just laugh or talk about
random stuff.”
“One time we had a dance party”.
“Just experiencing our highs and lows, and it’s okay to
cry and its okay to be joyful. That’s been really, really
special to me.”
“I like that it’s not separate from real life, not that its not
real life, but like that it’s not like such a spiritual holy
thing that we can’t associate it with also, like, watching a
movie and just goofing off, too. I feel that’s important.”

An experience of
prayer

3 of 11

27.2% “My prayers were answered because I was praying that I
would be with these girls in the band, so that was a big
confirmation that they asked me.”
“The men praying over my bed was really memorable,
and not just that, bur we put hands on each other,
often…there is a physical, we’re praying for you and
praying and blessing each other. Very memorable!”

Experiencing God 3 of 11
using me (Spiritual
Gifts)

27.2% “I would say mine came out of the prayer exercise, just
listening to a word that I received from God in that
moment just really stands out to me.”
“I think it was the first time that I told someone that they
were forgiven. Speaking that over someone was really
powerful to them, and to know that the Holy Spirit
empowers us to speak truth over people.”
“I think it was just like the Holy Spirit was speaking
through me.

Doing something
“fun” outside the
band.

2 of 11

18.2% “The day we all went on a hike”
“We did a sleepover one time that was really fun”

Relying on others:
Letting others step
up and take the
lead when I didn’t
feel equipped

1 of 11

Answered

9% “A situation came up, and I didn’t know how to respond
to it, but I took a step back and said, ‘Oh, there are a
couple of older kids in the band. I’ll let them take charge
and let them handle”

11

Skipped

5

The purpose of asking the students about their most prominent memory was to
learn something about their internal experience of the band. Of significance here is the
experience of students saying they felt that God “used" them in some way: to speak truth
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into another person; to say that another was forgiven but God; or to have the sense that
the Holy Spirit was speaking through them. In all three cases that a student spoke about
this happening, it was the genuine and authentic experience of those receiving that
ministry which affirmed that they were in fact hearing from God.
The “self-reflection or self-awareness” aspect of being in a band had significant
prominence in students’ lives. (See Table 4.6 on page 137.) One student said, “I think
that the most beneficial thing for me has been the self-reflection aspect of it…the self reflection of where my spiritual maturity is at has been huge because it’s been keeping
myself accountable.”
Connection and Understanding with God
To discover if students participating in a discipleship band had experienced
transformational potential on their connection or understanding of God, they were asked
to respond to quantitative statements thirteen, eighteen, twenty, and twenty-six through
the survey (see Table 4.4 on the following page)
Question thirteen is gauged the impact of students’ participation with a
discipleship band on their engagement with scripture. Students were encouraged to “read
together, meet together, and pray together” as part of the band. The meeting and praying
together aspects are what students did together in their group meetings. While the
program did encourage daily scripture reading, it was a much less prominent part of the
program. Given the lack of emphasis on reading scripture, the students gave a 40.85%
neutral response, and a combined unfavorable 28.17% who disagreed or strongly
disagreed. Asbury provided what they thought would be a convenient way to receive
scripture via text messages through the “Remind App”. Survey question ten indicated that
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86.49% of students received this text with Scripture each week, but question eleven
reveals that 48.44% of those who received the text read “none of it” and only 4.69% read
all of it. Falling in the middle, 46.87% read between 1/4 to 3/4 of the readings. This
seems to correlate directly with the finding of question thirteen. Scripture sent through
the Remind App helped about one in three students engage in scripture more, but it did
not have as significant of an impact as it could have if it were a more central part of the
program.

Table 4:4 Research Question 1B: Transformational Potential of Discipleship Bands

Through Deeper Connection with “God”
Questions eighteen and twenty hit squarely on the issue of spiritual growth and
connection to God. Question twenty asks if students “definitely” were growing spiritually
because of being in a band. A strong 77.46% answered agree and strongly agree, while
only 5.63% disagreed.
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Question eighteen asked students to consider a much more subjective statement,
“I have definitely felt the Holy Spirit more active in my life as a result of participating in
a discipleship band”. A neutral response of “neither agree or disagree” was given by
35.21% of the respondents. Only 14.09% disagreed or strongly disagreed with the
statement. The question is significant because in the band meeting each week students
answered the question “What might the Spirit and scriptures be speaking in my life?”
This question presumes upon two activities. First, the participant is engaging with
scripture if it is to “speak” in his/her life, and second, the individual is tuned into what the
Spirit of God is speaking in his/her life. It is a programmatic outcome by design that this
question stretches the participants to listen to the voice of God and engage in scripture.
Therefore, over 50% percent of students answering favorably to this question indicates
that students are experiencing more of the Holy Spirit in their lives through this
experience. One student exemplified this point by saying that the top three most
rewarding aspects were, “Having someone who I know will pray for me, getting to have
intentional time to meet with someone and discuss what the Lord is doing for us, and
having to really pay attention to what God is doing in my life.”
Lastly, it is interesting to note the favorability of question twenty-six about the
love of God in contrast to question sixteen regarding self-love. In question twenty-six
students were asked if they have come to better understand the love God has for them
through participating in the band and 78.87% of students answered this question
favorably. In contrast, only 53.52% indicated favorably that they have come to love
themselves more as a result.

Benjamin 139
Qualitative short answer question thirty-two has some significance regarding
deeper understanding and connection to God. While question thirty-two was more aimed
at research question two and will be revisited there, it is worth noting that in Table 4.5
below, that in responding to their experience of starting a Discipleship Band that 15% of
students spoke directly to feeling, “closer to God” through the experience of starting the
band. This is noteworthy as it was an unexpected answer given that the question was
specifically referring to the experience of “starting” the band.

Table 4.5 Qualitative Question 32: Describe in A Few Sentences Your Experience of

Starting a Band
Additionally, table 4.2 above showed that 41% of the respondents noted spiritual
growth as the most rewarding aspect of the bands. One student said, “I think it’s really
nice to stop and think about the way the Holy Spirit is working in my life.” Additionally,
25% said that being supported in prayer was the most rewarding aspect. One student said,
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“The top three most rewarding parts are: being prayed over by the other members of my
band, hearing how God is working in the lives of the other band members, and forming
deeper friendships with the other members of my Band.”
Question two of the focus group interviews asked students to think back over the
past three months of being in a discipleship band, and to say what had the most impact on
their life. Table 4.6 on the following page shows the common sentiments that were
emerging from the transcript interviews.
While this question has responses that cross over into connection with God and
self, strong markers indicate that growing in deeper connection with others through the
band was one of the more prominent places of impact for students. Four out of the
thirteen or 30.7% of the students who responded to focus group question four indicated
that having the opportunity to grow deeper in relationships with others had the most
impact. One student said, “We have become a lot closer through the band, it’s not a social
event, but the takeaway for me has been more relational than spiritual.” In addition,
three out of thirteen students or 23% indicated that having a space to be completely
vulnerable with others had the most impact.
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Table 4.6 Focus Group Question Two: What Had The Most Impact On Your Life

Connection and Understanding with Others
To discover if students participating in a discipleship band had experienced
transformational potential in their understanding or connection with others, they were
asked to respond to quantitative statements 8, 9, 12, 19, 21, 23, and 24 through the survey
(see Table 4.7 on the following page).
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Table 4.7 Research Question 1C: Transformational Potential of Discipleship Bands

Through Deeper Connection with “Others”
As can be seen through questions 8 and 9, only one student indicated that they did
not know anyone in the band prior to joining. The overwhelming majority, 98.67%, of the
responses to question 8 indicated that they knew at least one other person in the band
prior to joining. The responses to question 9 which asked how long they had known the
other person had a mean of 3.21 indicating that the average student was joining with
someone that they have known for about one year. Nearly 27% who were likely freshman
or transfer students knew others in the band for less than three months. While a strong
58% indicated knowing each other for 1-3 years.

Benjamin 143
Question twelve was the most pointed question directly aimed at connection with
others where students were asked to agree or disagree with the statement “I immediately
connected to people in my discipleship band.” This question contains the intensifier
“immediately” to try to create more variance in response and make it less easy to pick
“strongly agree.” In this case 23.94% did strongly agree. However, the combined
favorable answers to this question indicated a strong 72% agreed favorably with this
statement. This indicates that a strong connection existed either prior to joining the band,
or through entering into it together. However, the combined favorably of 77.46% who
agreed that they have come to love other people as a result of participating in the band
might be more significant.
The short answer qualitative question thirty-one and its representative table 4.7
below shows answers that correspond with people connecting with others. When asked to
name the top three most rewarding aspects, an overwhelming seven out of ten students
(70%) indicated that having deeper connection with others was the most rewarding
aspect. Students spoke frequently off building “deeper bonds”, “deep relationships that
speak the truth in life”, and “being able to see my friends as more human”. Additionally,
while being able to be vulnerable has been a consistent emerging theme from the
discipleship bands experience, question thirty-one brought forth an added dimension of
not being judged for their vulnerability. Through trusted friendships they felt they could
be vulnerable because they felt confident that they would not be judged for their sharing.
One student said, “being able to be known more deeply and not being judged for it,” was
the most rewarding part of the experience. Another student said, “just being prayed over
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and praying for others... learning how to pray, learning how to pray over and for people.
Getting to practice that in such a safe space every week has been so beneficial.”
Lastly, focus groups question two asked the students how participation in a
discipleship band had impacted their lives the most. (See Table 4.5 FGQ2: The Greatest
Impact on Your Life above). The table below indicates emerging trends in the student
responses to these questions. Four out of thirteen or 30.7% of students interviewed
indicated that growing deeper in relationship with others had the most impact in their
lives.
Summary Data Around Research Question 1
To get at the nuance of connection to self, God, and others it was necessary to
break apart those sections and look at them separately with more depth. However, it is
also helpful to see a summary of the data from the quantitative portion of the survey. The
following chart simplifies the five-point Likert scale down to a three-point scale to see
favorable, neutral, and unfavorable responses more collectively. The following chart (4.8)
displays the data more comprehensively. Research question one sought to discover the
transformational potential of participating in a discipleship band. The overall favorable
rating to this question was an average of 63.6 percent. Meaning that over 6 out of 10
students indicated they agreed or strongly agreed with every statement they were asked
regarding research question 1.
The most unfavorable responses came when they were asked if they engaged with
scripture more consistently as a result of participating in the band. This has already been
named as a potential program level outcome weakness. The second most unfavorable
response had to do with response to survey question 23 which asked about “always being
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able to confess sin.” Forty percent disagreed with the statement and thirty percent gave a
neutral response.

Table 4.8 Research Question 1 Percent Favorable

Lastly, two additional questions with lower favorably also indicated that they had
higher degrees of ambiguity. They both received higher neutral responses. These
questions were sixteen regarding “self-love” and eighteen regarding “definitely”
experiencing more of the Holy Spirit because of being in the band. Both of the questions
inquire about very subjective experiences that are hard to quantify, so lower favorably is
to be expected.
Research Question #2: Description of Evidence

Benjamin 146
What best practices and potential obstacles do the students identify regarding the
discipleship band model?
The quantitative portion of the survey utilized eight distinct questions aimed at
understanding how well the students did or did not understand the aims and objectives of
the discipleship band model. The survey questions were six, seven, ten, eleven, fourteen,
seventeen, twenty-seven, and twenty-eight. (See table 4.9 below)

Table 4.9 Research Question Two: Best Practices and Potential Obstacles
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Additionally, qualitative short answer questions thirty-two and thirty-four from the
survey as well as focus group questions one, two, and three give insight here. The desired
outcome of all these questions combined was to better understand not only how well the
students understood the program and model, but also what obstacles they ran into with
the model or in their experience of the program.
The clear obstacle students faced about engaging in a discipleship band is

unsurprising— it is time. However, time is not the primary obstacle, for all human beings
can feel the margins of available time are being squeezed. Instead, the clearer barrier was
in finding a consistent time to meet each week. Question fourteen asked if it was “very
challenging to find time to meet once a week,” and 19.73% strongly agreed and 23.94%
agreed. When those two figures are combined it comes to more than 43%. On the other
side nearly 50% did not find it challenging to find a time to meet once a week. A total of
19.72% strongly disagreed and 29.58% disagreed. As you dig down deeper into
individual responses you can see correlations between some of these questions that reveal
a few helpful themes. (See Table 4.10 on page 153)
First, if a student agreed that it was very challenging to find a time to meet, it is
seemed to correlate with students that were in a band that only met an average of three
and sometimes two times per month (question six asked this). Second, if a student
disagreed that it was very challenging to find a time to meet, they almost always were in
a band that met very consistently averaging four times per month. Third, students who
disagreed that it was “very challenging” to find a time to meet, and met on average of 4
times each month, also indicated consistently in their responses to question twenty-eight
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Table 4.10 Connection Between Individual Responses

that they did in fact receive the training that they needed. There appears to be strong
correlation between those who attended training, got what they needed, found a time to
meet, and were successful in meeting 4 times a month.
In chart 4.10 above, student number 10 could be called the model or ideal student
experience. That student disagreed it was hard to find a time to meet, he/she received the
needed training, met 4 or more times per month, and had someone sending out reminders
of the time to meet. Finally, the student disagreed on question seventeen that there was a
“clear leader of the group.” This issue of having a leader of the group is significant
because the training was explicit that bands do not have leaders but rather facilitators who
send out reminders and make sure the band finds a consistent time to meet. On the other
hand, student 10 was the ideal student, student 12 would be representative of the nonideal or model student experience of the program. This is not of course to say anything
whatsoever about either of these students character, but simply a way to designate a
student who experienced the model as intended, verses a student who perhaps had a less
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than ideal band experience. Student 12 strongly agreed it was hard to find a time to me.
He/she stated that he/she did not receive the needed training they needed. This likely
meant that nobody from their band attended. The band met on average 2 times per month,
they did not have someone sending out reminders. Student 12 answered neutral on
whether their group had a clear leader, indicating the student likely did not know that
bands do not have leaders.

Next, the quantitative short answer questions to thirty-two and thirty four are
considered. Represented in one of the tables already seen above (see Table 4.4 on page
142) and an additional table below (4.11) along with relevant findings.
Question thirty-two asked students to describe in a few sentences their experience
of starting a Discipleship Band. Research question two (RQ2) wanted to identify
“potential obstacles from within the model”. Table 4.4 lists the top three challenges
students faced represented in the fifth column. These were 1. time constrains, 2. lack of
connection to others in the group, and 3. awkward start resulting in failure or a hard start
with improvement over time. Obstacle one has already been discussed at length. Students
are busy with class, with work, and with a multitude of extracurricular activities and
events. All students have their own defined schedule that is unique to them, their major,
their interests, and what year student they are. Therefore, some were able to find that
consistent time, while others were not. As indicated through focus groups, some bands
had a set time each week, and this was the most ideal. Often to find that set time, students
indicated that had to meet early in the morning or really late in the evening. Some
students might not be willing to give that level of commitment. The second struggle
related to a lack of connection, came through feeling that one or more members of the
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group did not have the same level of relationship or relational history as others. One
student said, “It was awkward because some of us knew each other and some of us did
not.” In the focus groups, students reported that they sometimes encountered a peer in
the group who was not as serious about the band as others. The less serious students
exhibited their lack of commitment through two common traits. Either the less committed
student did not make the meetings or did not engage deeply in the band meeting itself.

The third challenge was an awkward start. The awkwardness eventually subsided, and
students went on to have a successful experience, but in a few instances it was awkward
enough for students to stop meeting. Group dynamics are complex, and in general
Seedbed recommends that people start with a trial band with a three-month commitment
to see if it is a good fit.
Qualitative short answer question thirty-four from the survey also added insight
for research question two as represented in the table below (see Table 4.11).
One potential obstacle of discipleship band model is the demands placed on
individuals towards being more vulnerable. As seen in the chart 43% of the students said
that, “Opening up and being vulnerable” was the most challenging aspect of being in the
band. However, 36% of students responded that the most rewarding aspect of being in a
band was “Practicing vulnerability without being judged” (See table 4.6 above). While it
is certainly possible that it was not the same students saying it was both the most
challenging and the most rewarding. It does speak to a deeper reality and potentially an
emerging theme— that the challenge of being willing to open up and be vulnerable
brings the rewards of a deeper ability to share struggles, practice vulnerability, and feel
safe and not judged.
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Table 4.11 Most Challenging Aspect
Other potential obstacles, in addition to finding a consistent time to meet, are
challenges surrounding group dynamics. Not a single student reported that they had
difficult group dynamics by using that more technical terminology. However, a variety of
sentiments that showed up. Often seven or eight students said something similar about the
challenges they faced including unique individual challenges. At least two students noted
each of the following challenges that are ranked from the most common to the least
common:

1. At the start, there was not enough trust in the group because of not
knowing people well enough.
2. Some in group were not willing to open up and confess anything.
3. Some of the group members were passive or more introverted.
4. Some were offended over advice that was given
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5. Tension or conflict surfaced between members of the band.
6. Some found the meetings to be emotionally draining.
7. Some spent no time with people in the band outside the meetings.
8. Members had varying expectations about what the band is.
9. Some members of the band had a deeper connection and others in the
band felt left out or sidelined.

When Seedbed began to work with Asbury Students in 2018 one of the aspects
introduced to the model was called the Seven Commitments. Taking cues from various
experiences and research with recovery communities I began to ask the question, “How
do we create a safe space for people to be able to share, while also giving enough
flexibility in the model for it to not feel rigid?” The questions are open-ended and allow
a person to share in a variety of ways according to their own level of self-disclosure,
while the seven commitments create some boundaries and ground rules to make the
group feel safer. They can be seen side by side in Table 4.12 the following page.
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Table 4.12— Discipleship Bands Questions and Seven Commitments

The responses about the group dynamic play in and around these commitments.
This reveals a broader theme of a potential obstacle. Because all of this was voluntary, all
students involved in the bands were not required to attend all the training meetings. In
hindsight, this may have been an error on the part of the project. A few brief words from
some of the participants illustrate the challenging dynamics. One participant said
regarding commitment two, “Some in group [were] not willing to open up or confess
anything.” The discipleship band program and training emphasizes a “challenge by
choice” environment. Therefore, the training may need to create value in both opening-up
of “being vulnerable” and in holding back. A student may hold back for lack of trust or
because they are not ready. Rather than seeing this as an offense to other students, it can
be named as good and right.
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In reference to commitment four, one student said there were "offenses over
advice being given.” Commitment four discourages cross talk or giving unsolicited
advice. Some students spoke highly of this value, saying that it made it easier to share.
Others felt it took the pressure off because they did not need to fix or offer solutions. Still
others still found it a great challenge not to give advice or offer solutions. All of these are
signs of great growth in the participants. However, some clearly experienced the

opposite, and members of their band either could not restrain themselves from giving
advice, or simply did not understand or receive the training they needed to understand
this commitment and why it is in place.
Lastly, some students indicated concerns about “Not spending any time with
people in the band outside the meetings.” This is an interesting sentiment and it showed
up in more than one place in the research. Some students had no expectation to meet
outside the band, others did meet outside the band and got great enjoyment out of a hike
or extracurricular activity and spoke about the way it helped them bond. Others felt let
down that they did not get to spend time with their band mates outside the band. In
general, with adults this may be easier to navigate, but it may be worth clarifying if this is
an expectation or not. Perhaps recommending one informal gathering at the beginning of
the band with a particular ice breaker exercise, and one at the end of the semester aimed
at reflecting and telling stories would be helpful to the model with students. With the
absence of clarity on that issue students were left with a variety of feelings about what
their band was and was not, and how much friendship should flow in and through the
band. Others were clearly troubled that they did not feel as connected in the group as

Benjamin 155
other members and this left them with feelings of being left out or sidelined. All of this is
worth exploring.
To round out research question two students were asked three questions in focus
groups that give insight to potential best practices or obstacles. These findings are
represented again through coded sentiments for focus group questions one, two, and three
which can bee seen in table on the following page (4.13).
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Table 4.13 Focus Group Responses Supporting Research Question 2

The first three questions asked in each of the three focus group interviews were
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aimed at gaining insights about the best practices and obstacles in the discipleship bands
model. The first question asked students “If you were going to describe to a friend what a
Discipleship Band is, what would you say.” Not one of them said what is clearly stated
on the band card they used each week which has the 5 questions and 7 commitments. It
states, “A discipleship band is a group of three to five who meet together, read together,
and pray together to become the love of God for one another and the world.” This

indicates that the definition may not be simple and clear enough. The most common
response was, “It’s an intentional and focused group who meets weekly to discuss
questions and pray for each other.” This is a rather solid and descriptive sentence, and it
was surprising how closely several students almost said the same kind of thing verbatim.
The second finding from the focus groups was a theme that emerged in several places
through short answer responses. The students described it as an “accountability group”.
This is not surprising because in local churches very little is offered between one on one
meetings that may or may not have a mentoring or discipleship component and small
group meetings of six to twelve people. When you do find something akin to bands in a
local church setting where a few same gender people gather, it is typically called an
accountability group or accountability partners. However, in the training students are
taught how this model varies from traditional accountability groups. While there is
accountability in the model because it is confessional, others in the group are not asked to
“hold us accountable.” Rather band members are to hold themselves accountable. It is not
that accountability is bad. It is that it tends to shift the responsibility onto another person.
This can create pressure to perform, it can induce shame, and it can keep people from
coming back to group and being honest the next time around. Dallas Willard was famous
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for being critical of this type of approach lest it devolve into “a gospel of sinmanagement.” In an online zoom teaching session with Jack Deere, he said that the only
people who need accountability are those who are too immature to take responsibility for
themselves. In other words, part of maturing is being able to own one’s sin. Perhaps it is
fitting that students call this accountability, and perhaps they need more accountability
structure. On several occasions and almost exclusively from the males in the focus

groups, they talked about keeping each other in check, and sometimes they would say of
another student, “He needed to be called out, or corrected.” This type of approach is
discouraged in the discipleship band model, so it was surprising in the research how
strong that sentiment toward accountability and correction was present among male
students. It is potentially an obstacle of the model that either some male students aged 18
to 22 are not ready for this kind of a nuanced more sensitive approach, or stronger
training needs to be given particularly among male students. One of the tricky aspects of
bands as they mature is the tension between not giving advice and learning how to
practice spiritual gifts to bless, encourage, and offer words from God. One of the
surprising findings in the research is related to the issue of spiritual gifts. Some training
may be needed on the tension between not giving advice and offering spiritual guidance.
Given the age range of these students, Seedbed trained them with explicit instruction to
not give advice or try to correct one another. Instead Seedbed favored praying, offering
words of support and encouragement, offering confirmation of forgiveness when sin is
confessed, and encouraging a posture of empathy which is not easy to teach or train.
Regardless this is an emerging theme that needs attention flowing from the research
findings. One of the top challenges students experienced was “knowing what to say, and
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what not to say”. It speaks to this tension of not giving advice, but not wanting to leave
people hanging either. One of the real strengths of the model at Asbury University was
the partnership with the counseling center on campus. Several students shared in the
interview that when they did not know what to say but knew that a person needed help
that was beyond the group, they would help that person set up a meeting and then check
in with them afterward to see that they did. This happened several times and is a

promising best practice for these types of groups on campus.
One strong theme that emerged as a best practice within the model was the
positive impact students conveyed about being surrounded in prayer by their peers.
Because students often do not know exactly how to support another, a very strong
emphasis of the program is that after each person shares for about fifteen minutes, the
other in the group support that person with prayer. This prayer support and seeing
answers to prayer was named as the “most rewarding aspect” of being in a band. (See
Focus group question 2 from table 4.12 above.)
There were several other relevant findings related to this question that surfaced
when compiling and synthesizing the data. They are also markers of best practices and
challenges:
•

The students love the band card with the opening prayer, questions,
closing prayer, and seven commitments. They all seemed to use it and
have it with them in every meeting.

•

The students for the most part seem to understand the seven commitments,
but some extra attention is needed for male students on the issue of
“calling others out”.
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•

The students do not seem to understand the value of reading scripture
together, or it is not a strong enough component in the model.

•

The students seem to identify the band with a classic accountability group.
This would indicate an area where a contrast between traditional
accountability versus a confessional community could be helpful.

•

The students seem to understand the need to find a consistent time to meet.

•

Students seem to understand that prayer is a vital and central part of how
to support and respond others in the band after they share.

•

Some students might need assistance in being paired up with students who
have availability at certain times.

•

Some students seem to be wrestling with holding off on offering advice or
a solution, while other students seem liberated by not needing to “fix”
others.

•

Some students seem to be meeting for longer amounts of time than might
be practical and sustainable. A strong emphasis on twenty minutes
maximum per person may be needed.

•

Many students did not make the follow-up training evenings, or only made
it to one meeting while others made it to no meetings beyond the initial
orientation. These meetings may need to be required.

•

Students seem to be understanding that this is a peer based, leaderless
model. However, some attention in the training toward one of the
members being a group facilitator, and spelling out exactly what a
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facilitator does, may improve the start-up process and facilitate
consistency.
Research Question #3: Description of Evidence
How do the findings of transformative potential and best practices inform
Seedbed’s model of Discipleship Band and Asbury University’s implementation of the
model?

Due to the post intervention nature of this project, this final research question aims
to ask what seems to be working, what is not, and how the model might be improved.
Much of what has been discovered in research questions one and two point toward these
findings and have been previously discussed. However, there was one qualitative focus
group question number five (FGQ5) and three quantitative questions from the survey that
speak directly to this question and have not been addressed.
Question four on the survey asked, “How did you first learn about Discipleship
Bands at Asbury University?” The options were, through a friend, chapel, activity fair,
the information cards printed around campus, a spiritual life assistant, staff, or other.
Nearly 50% learned of it through chapel. They devoted two or three chapels with
“Banded Discipleship” as the theme. At one of the chapels I was able to speak and
introduced the model. Another 27% of students heard about banding through a staff
member, friend, or spiritual life assistant (SLA). Nearly 80% of students heard about
banding through another person, either a chapel speaker or announcement, staff, a friend,
or an SLA. This question helps Asbury know where to put their emphasis. The info card
and activity fair both had insignificant impact.
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Question five helped indicate how well students followed the guidelines for bands
which werre taught in chapel, in the trainings, and in the booklets and cards published by
Seedbed and given to the students. They were told that groups of three are best, groups of
four are good, and groups of five are okay but they are going to stretch the meeting length
longer. Technically groups of two or six where not part of the program. Only two
students (2.67 percent) answered that they had a band of two members, five students

(6.67 percent) indicated that they had a band of six people. Less than 10% of students
deviated from the parameters set. While 49.33% had bands with four members, 29.33%
had bands with three members, and 12% had bands with five members. What creates
interesting data points with this question is the correlation to the number of minutes spent
in each meeting. To do this, the researcher looked at the individual responses of the first
20 students surveyed as a representative group of the whole. (See table 4.14 below.)
Part of the interest in looking at these individual responses was to see if there
were any apparent correlations between size of group and meeting time. This would be
expected as each student in the band got fifteen minutes to share and five minutes to be
prayed for. For the most part students fell into sharing for 15 to 20 minutes per member
of the group with an average of 18 minutes across the 20 individual responses. On the
extreme ends, the ideal student number ten spent well above average at 30 minutes each,
while the none-ideal-student had a group that was too large with six members, and only
spent an average of 7.5 minutes per person. As a whole, the students ’average was very
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Table 4.14 Correlation Between Individual Responses to Research Question Two
consistent with what was asked of them. Seedbed requested that they have four members,
that they meet at least three times a month, and that they gave twenty minutes for each
member. They averaged four members, met three times a month met for an average of
seventy-four minutes per meeting and each had about eighteen minutes to share and be
prayed for.
In Next, in order to determine correlations between group size, and length of
meetings with that of spiritual growth, I placed questions high with insight into spiral
growth next to questions regarding group size and length of meeting. In other words,
would a group with who met more consistently and for longer amounts of times confirm
deeper growth, and would groups that got too large and did not have adequate time for
sharing report less spiritual growth? Questions twenty, twenty-five, twenty-six, and
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twenty-nine where chosen. (See 4.14 above.) Not surprisingly ideal experience from
student ten agreed and strongly agreed to all aspects of spiritual growth represented here,
and non-ideal experience from student twelve disagreed or was neutral on all questions of
spiritual growth. More neutral and disagree responses came from students who had
fifteen minutes or less to share. See student 19, student 18, student 15, student 13, student
12, student 7, student 5 and student 2. All of these students met for 15 minutes or less and

all had at least one disagree or neutral to one of the four spiritual growth questions
selected. On the inverse, Students 1, 4, 10, 14, and 17 all met an average of twenty
minutes or more per person in the meeting and all answer agree or strongly agree to the
four spiritual growth questions selected. There are two outliers represented in student
twenty who had six members, averaged 12.5 minutes per person, and agreed to all four
spiritual growth questions. They did meet an average of four times per month, so while
they were a big group, the were apparently efficient with their meeting time and met very
consistently. The second outlier is student 7 who had a good group number of 4 and good
meeting length, but only averaged one meeting per month and disagreed or was neutral
on all four questions. And lastly, student number 8 was similar to student 7, had good
size group, met for an appropriate length of time but only averaged once a month and
answered disagree or neutral to all four questions about spiritual growth. This indicates
that:
1. Groups that meet less than 2 times a month were unlikely to
experience much spiritual impact.
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2.

If the meetings only allowed individuals to share and be prayed over
for less than 15 minutes each, its members were likely to experience
less spiritual impact.

3. Students who met at least three times per month and had 20 minutes or
more per person to share and be prayed over were very likely to have a
positive spiritual growth experience.

4. This confirms two very important aspects about best practices:
Meeting group size for optimal spiritual growth is 3 or 4, and meeting
length should aim at 60 minutes for 3 and 75 minutes for 4.
The last significant finding came from focus group question number five, which
asked, “Suppose you could suggest a change in the way you were trained or prepared to
be part of a discipleship Band— what would you suggest?” This question helped bring
clarity to both Seedbed’s model, and Asbury University’s implementation of that model
with students. Table 4.15 below shows the top five answers to this question from the
focus groups.

Table 4:15 Focus Group Question 5
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The responses indicate some helpful ways to improve the model and the training.
Response number one in the chart above indicates that students felt the slow roll out of
the training night was too long and too spread out. They suggested instead that there be
one mandatory full training for everyone who wants to be in a band. One student said,
“One informational meeting, like ‘this is what it is’, not three!”. At the same time, they

confirmed that they liked holding back on questions four and five about confessing sin
and sharing secrets until a deeper foundation of trust was built.
A total of 27% of the focus group interviewees confirmed a second response that
clarity was needed about the difference between sins and secrets. One student
summarized this challenge well when he said, “One of the things that confused us, is that
question of secrets. We don’t know how to approach that question right after the question
about sin…they merge together. But after a few weeks of getting a secret sin out on the
table, we didn’t really know what that question was there for, we pass over it.” He
appears to be saying is that it was not that the question was not useful. However, once
they had addressed a secret or two, they never felt that they needed the question again.
This is a common experience. Question five is there when you need it, but is frequently
skipped, and it seems that more clarity around that is needed along with clarity of the
difference between the sin and secrets.
Two students suggested that there should be more opportunity to hear testimony
or stories from other students about the impact the band meeting had on their lives. One
student said, “This has been one of the most impactful things I think we have ever done
anywhere else. If they could stress that or somehow get that point across, even through
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students ’examples, that would be good”. This statement, along with the students ’
sentiment four displayed on Table 4.15 which wanted more clarity about a bands
purpose, points out that participants need a better sense of what they are aiming at in the
band. In other words, What is the clear purpose? What is the telos or end in mind? While
that might be difficult to name at the beginning of a three-month journey in a band, it
does shed light on a deeper need within Seedbed’s model of banded discipleship. There is

a clear need for benchmarks of success, and celebrations of milestones.
Summary of Major Findings
Several major finding became clear from the data anasazis of all three research tools. The
major findings are listed below:
1. If growing in love of “self” is part of the transformative potential of a
discipleship band, then a theology of self or “self-love” needs to be
developed as an aim of discipleship bands.
2. Vulnerability is the most challenging aspect of being in a discipleship
band, while being able to be vulnerable in an environment where one
is not judged is also the most rewarding aspect.
3. Bands need clearer goals. Spiritual growth alone is not specific
enough. They need clearly defined mountain tops and milestones so
that participants know what they are aiming at and know to celebrate
when they get there.
4. The successful start of a discipleship band hangs in the balance
of three things: Be clear what a band is and does, find your
people, and find your time to meet.
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CHAPTER 5
LEARNING REPORT FOR THE PROJECT
Overview of the Chapter
Two overarching problems with discipleship have been addressed in this
research— weak relational structures in the life of Christians such as groups that are too
big, too small, or nonexistent, and weak discipleship methodologies in our churches that

do not know what their purpose or how to get there. The purpose of this research was to
evaluate, after a period of three months of involvement, the effective best practices and
transformational potential for Asbury University students who have been participating in
Seedbed’s model of discipleship bands. After experiencing the structure of this approach
to relationship and the methodology of self-reflective and confessional community or
discipleship bands, students responded to a questionnaire and focus group to evaluate the
best practices and transformational potential of bands.
This chapter identifies four findings from the research data and explains how they
correspond to personal observations, the literature review, and the biblical framework of
the project with particular focus on fractured relationships and how relationship is
restored with God, self, others, and creation. Lastly, limitations of the study will be
addressed along with unexpected observations and personal recommendations coming
from the study.

Major Findings
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Finding 1: A Clearer Theology of “Self-Love” an Aim of Discipleship Bands
Personal Observations
I have observed that a deep tension exists both within the church and that of the
broader culture’s obsession with self. In many ways there seems to be a conflict within
Christianity between becoming more holy and becoming more human. I believe this a
false dichotomy, and it is one that coming generations of followers of Jesus may reject in

untold numbers.
Twenty-first century Christians suffer from a poor theology of the body—which
demonstrates itself in confusion over gender, sexuality, self-care, personal health, and
diet and extends outward to the way we tend to relationships in marriage, family, and
friendships and even the way people steward or do not care to steward creation itself. If a
person’s ideologies lead them to disregard embodied life on earth in pursuit of a heavenly
home above, then it may produce what appears to be “good Christians” out of people who
might be terrible human beings to live with. This kind of dualism that tends to split body
and soul, or spiritual life from embodied life, is not serving the church well. It should not
surprise us that people outside the church are observing our “fruit” or “lack of fruit” and
not liking what they see.
In contrast, the world that has become obsessed with self-image and image
management, with self-help, pop psychology, personal health, and leisure. All of
consumerism and advertising seems to aim at helping “you be a better you.” It is
working. The tentacles of a self-obsessed culture have saturated every avenue of life in
the modern world. Instant gratification through digital on-demand sources have only
added fuel to all this fire. If the evangelistic efforts of “self-help" are winning the day,
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why would it not behoove Christians to aim at a deeper theology of “self”? Inherent in
this discussion are potentially massive holes in our understanding of incarnation. What
does it mean that Jesus became human— that he lived a perfect human life? Does it mean
that Jesus was embodied and experienced life on our terms? Might it mean that Jesus not
only teaches us how to be saved from sin, but that he also demonstrated what it means to
be human? By this, I mean that Jesus demonstrated the highest example in human history

of what it means to be human. Might this begin to explain why so many of the millennial
and Gen Z generations say that they are interested in the person of Jesus, but are not very
impressed by his followers, and they are even less interested in gathering in the churches
where Christians gather in mass?
Students at Asbury were confused as to why a discipleship band would focus on
asking personal questions that had them talking about their feelings, their inner-beings or
souls, and their struggles and successes. It was harder still to talk about failures with sin,
or share shame-filled secrets with another person. In a sense, it was a sort of puzzled
posture that sounded something like, “I do not really know why this is helping me grow
spiritually, but I think I am growing spiritually.” The data revealed that almost everyone
who participated with any regularity felt deeper and stronger connections with others in
the band. To this we say, “yes and amen”. However, as a person gets more in touch with
himself or herself and brings more of his or her authentic self before others it enlarges the
capacity of others to feel a connection with that person. At first, the participants did not
recognize this reality.
The issue of “self-love” seemed to cause students to answer with a markedly
higher degree of ambiguity. When it came to loving others and being convinced of
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needing others to grow students answered favorably. A total of 77.46% agreed to loving
others, and a huge 91.43% said they were convinced that they need others people to help
them grow. Similarly, when it came to growing spiritually 77.46% answered favorably
that they were growing closer to God because of the band, and 78.87% answered
favorably that they were coming to know God’s love for them as a result of participating
in the band. However, in contrast to these, the question about coming to love themselves

more because of being in the band, only 53.52% answered favorably and the neutral
response was 36.62% which was one of the highest neutral responses across the study.
This finding illustrates the needs for a higher emphasis on a healthy theology of “self”
needed not only in our band study, but arguably also in our churches.
Observations from Literature Review
The Bible makes a clear call to disown one’s “self” and give self in love to God
and to others. How one is to relate to one’s own “self” becomes less clear. Few other
authors who have articulated a sounder biblical and theological understanding of false
self and the true self, than Thomas Merton in New Seeds of Contemplation. The biblical
author Paul speaks to this dynamic but prefers the language of the flesh, and the spirit
(Gal. 5:17-21). The issue at stake here hinges on ridding ourselves of a false and
pretentious self, and finding our true selves and identity in and through our relationship
with Christ. It is the “true” self which God created in each of us that is found in Him and
Him alone. It is only then as we uncover, heal, or grow into our true selves that we are
free to give ourselves away in any measure to others. This journey, of ridding ourselves
of living out of the “false” self and living into our “true” self is deeply connected to the
journey into sanctification.
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One of the profound potentials of the discipleship band model is to give people a
place that is small enough, confidential enough, and loving enough, to allow them to
reveal the true state of their souls, their inner being. This setting is intended to allow
people to admit what their walk with God is currently like and to confess the true state of
their lives with its struggles, successes, sins, and secrets. This not only gives others a
window into where that person is, but it also give a person a window into where they

themselves are. While the students may have been ambiguous as to whether it was okay
to feel deeper love for themselves, they readily shared that because of being in the band,
they were more in touch with their own feelings with 71% favorability. The journey to
recognize that a person’s “self” can be accepted as he or she is, requires a deep work of
grace transpired by God. Paul Tillich, a well-known theologian and philosopher, writes
about the deep connection between the work of grace in people that happens when they
experience being “accepted” by God. While the quote is lengthy, it is worth noting.
Tillich says,
Grace strikes us when we are in great pain and restlessness. It strikes us
when we walk through the dark valley of a meaningless and empty life. It
strikes us when we feel that our separation is deeper than usual, because
we have violated another life, a life which we loved, or from which we
were estranged. It strikes us when our disgust for our own being, our
indifference, our weakness, our hostility, and our lack of direction and
composure have become intolerable to us. It strikes us when, year after
year, the longed for perfection of life does not appear, when the old
compulsions reign within us as they have for decades, when despair
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destroys all joy and courage. Sometimes at that moment a wave of light
breaks into our darkness, and it is as though a voice were saying: "You are
accepted. You are accepted, accepted by that which is greater than you,
and the name of which you do not know. Do not ask for the name now;
perhaps you will find it later. Do not try to do anything now; perhaps later
you will do much. Do not seek for anything; do not perform anything; do

not intend anything. Simply accept the fact that you are accepted!" If
that happens to us, we experience grace. After such an experience we may
not be better than before, and we may not believe more than before. But
everything is transformed. In that moment, grace conquers sin, and
reconciliation bridges the gulf of estrangement. And nothing is demanded
of this experience, no religious or moral or intellectual presupposition,
nothing but acceptance. In the light of this grace, we perceive the power of
grace in our relation to others and to ourselves. (163)
Tillich immediately moves and later expounds more deeply upon how this work of grace
to accept ourselves as and where we are, even in our alienation and estrangement from
self, God, and others, moves us towards acceptance of others as a natural expression. The
experience of grace in our deepest places of being compels us toward acceptance of
others. Not in an acceptance that merely gives license for people to do whatever they
please, but rather that love itself is the means and the end which empowers and compels
us to be who God intends for us to be.
Observations from Biblical-Theological Foundations
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The issues of a clear and needed theology of “self” finds its roots in the alienation
and estrangement from our own “self” which we experience directly through sin and
indirectly through the fall. The most obvious place of alienation flies under the radar
around much of today’s Christian expression. Humans are estranged from God and others
through sin. However, the effects of this separation brought through sin are never more
palpable than in our own inner being or souls. How can it be that the place humans feel

most tangibly the estrangement within themselves, is the most overlooked aspect of the
Christian life? Perhaps, humans feel that disciples will just sort it all out along the
journey. They will read enough scripture, they will pray enough, they will experience
enough inner transformation through grace by the Holy Spirit, that they just miraculously
find their way home. Thank God, he never relents in the pursuit of helping people find
their way home to their true “selves”. Too many discipleship models are simply leaving it
to chance.
The apostle Paul spoke to this struggle within himself powerfully in Romans
chapter seven when he said,
I do not understand what I do. For what I want to do I do not do, but what
I hate I do. And if I do what I do not want to do, I agree that the law is
good. As it is, it is no longer I myself who do it, but it is sin living in
me. For I know that good itself does not dwell in me, that is, in my sinful
nature. For I have the desire to do what is good, but I cannot carry it out.”
(15-18)
Scholars and theologians have debated this chapter the world over. Some ask, Was Paul
describing his state prior to conversion? Or was Paul speaking about his prior “self’
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before entire sanctification? The list of questions trails on and on, often missing the point.
Human beings through sin have lost the scent of God’s deepest intensions for them. That
lack and separation is sin. A tree, even in corrupted and compromised soil, does not seem
to forget that it is a tree, yet we humans have a deeply fragile sense of God’s divine
intensions for us. Somehow, some way, in a world that wants you to either feel better
about yourself as you are or endorse ways for you to numb your feelings into a slumber,

the church must learn to help people come home to themselves in and through the
reconciling gospel of Jesus Christ. This is part and parcel of Christian discipleship, and it
cannot be overlooked. If the church is not offering human beings ways to alleviate and
overcome their own inner alienation and estrangement, then people will look elsewhere
to fix the state of their souls. Discipleship structures must take a theology of “self”
seriously.
Finding 2: Being vulnerable is the most challenging and yet the most rewarding
aspect of being in a band
Personal Observations
In chapter four I stated that vulnerability is the most challenging aspect of being
in a discipleship band, while being able to be vulnerable in an environment where one is
not judged is also the most rewarding aspect. On the surface this finding could be taken
as a contradiction. It was most likely different students who said either being vulnerable
or opening up was the most challenging aspect or being able to be vulnerable in an
environment where there was acceptance was the most rewarding aspect. Each of these
responses made it into the number one or number two spots of most rewarding and of the
most challenging aspects. This presents a maxim: While opening up and being vulnerable
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may be the most difficult aspect of being in a band, it will also be the place of greatest
growth and reward.
One aspect that struck me personally in the focus group interviews was the
contrast between the way students described a feeling of “judgement” from other peers or
the broader society in which they live, and that of an environment that is intended to be a
“judgment free zone”. Having policies in place such as, “strictly confidential” and
“comfort with empathy” and “do not interrupt or give unsolicited advice” which are all
part of the seven commitments of a discipleship band are aimed at creating an
environment that is safe enough to allow people to be vulnerable. It mattered to the
students that this was an environment of their peers, that was without a leader. In other
words, each of them was responsible for the others, but nobody in the group that was
responsible to run to the student life office and tattle on a student if they broke
community rules. This was a bold move on the part of the spiritual life office, and one I
discussed at length with the chaplain and assistant chaplain Greg Haseloff and Jeanie
Banter. They decided that giving this spiritual and covenantal environment to students
was more important than whether another student heard about a peer who broke the rules.
There were a few exceptions to the confidentiality rule that were advised to students but
was not demanded of them:
1. If a student was dealing with something that felt too heavy to the band,
they could seek the counseling services provided complimentary to
each student on campus. A few students who spoke about how this
was an effective safety net. One young lady told me that a member of
her band was really struggling emotionally, and the other two girls in
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the band not only suggested that she go to counseling, set up a
meeting, walked her over to the office, and waited on her during her
meeting. This is a beautiful example of the way bandmates could offer
support, while not attempting to offer what this young lady needed
more— in this case the opportunity to see a professional counselor.
2. If a student shared something that indicated that they were a serious
threat to themselves or to someone else, they were encouraged to set
up a meeting with one of the chaplains. While the counseling services
were utilized with regularity by people in discipleship bands, the
chaplains did not report to me any cases of someone being a serious
threat to themselves or others coming through their office in the fall
semester of 2018.
Students were encouraged that rather than attempting to fix or give advice to other
students, that they were instead encouraged to actively do three things: listen attentively,
pray for each participant, and if sin was confessed to confirm forgiveness in Jesus’ name.
Many students in focus group interviews commented about how freeing it is to hear the
words, “In the name of Jesus Christ you are forgiven”. Conversely, others noted that they
felt empowered by the Holy Spirit when they took on this priestly role of offering
forgiveness.
Ironically, the term vulnerability, while certainly a hallmark of the discipleship
band experience is not something actively taught in the training. Instead, students are
encouraged to “creep deep” over time. In addition, they were told explicitly to only share
what they felt comfortable sharing. This is another of the seven commitments which says,
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“Challenge by Choice: You may choose to not answer or skip a question at any time for
any reason.” In other words, students were not encouraged to get in a band and pour out
their hearts. Rather, they were encouraged to build trust, to get to know one another, and
to actually progress slowly through the questions. I recall Jeanie Banter teaching on this
at one of our training sessions. She said, “What we are not looking for is the dump and
run, or the vulnerability hangover.” She was describing the experience of coming into a
group like this and getting a bunch of things off one’s chest, but then running away from
the group or not returning because of the shame that can sometimes be induced by
sharing too much too fast and having the vulnerability hangover. The point is that the
groups being small and of the same gender along with the questions that were
confessional in nature created an environment where vulnerability became possible.
Interestingly, several students commented that it was difficult if there was one
person in the band who was not willing to be more honest or confess anything. In these
cases, students felt like either “I guess he (or she) is just perfect” or “they must be
holding out on us or are not comfortable enough to share.” Both sentiments are
understandable, but they had to live in the tension of desiring honesty, but not demanding
it. Perhaps, for some, the reason that being vulnerable was the most challenging aspect is
because vulnerability is very challenging, especially for those who have never practiced
it, or for those who have never put into words and spoken out loud about what is really
going on with them internally.
Observations from Literature Review
In the literature review there were two sources that stand out with regard to
vulnerability. First, is a deeper understanding through Bonhoeffer on the nature of
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confession and offering forgiveness. Humans are invited through Christ to become “little
Christs” to stand before others as a sign that the truth and grace of God is real. When a
person confesses to a brother or sister Bonhoeffer says, “He hears the confession of our
sins in Christ’s stead and he forgives our sins in Christ’s name. He keeps the secret of our
confession as God keeps it. When I go to my brother to confess, I am going to God”
(111-112).
The second has to do with the nature of understanding what vulnerability is and
what it is not. One of the works consulted frequently, during this project as well as during
the creation of this model is the work of Brené Brown’s work on vulnerability and shame.
In Braving the Wilderness, she defines vulnerability as, “uncertainty, risk, and emotional
exposure.” However, this is not to be confused with weakness, but rather she says
vulnerability is an accurate measure of courage. It is the courage to show up and be seen
even when one cannot control the outcome of how others will respond. This is getting
past the barrier of believing that vulnerability is weakness. However, she teaches that
another barrier we face is safety and asks, “Are we willing to create courageous spaces so
we can be fully seen?” (43). This quote from Brown, coupled with experiences with
recovery communities where they use ground rules or guidelines to create safety that
caused me to write out the first rough draft of the seven commitments. In fact, the
knowledge that Seedbed was going to be dealing with a more vulnerable population of
young adults students made us rush to get those commitments published into the 2018
version of A Field Guide to Discipleship Bands in time for the fall semester where they
launched bands at Asbury University. Vulnerability is often caught more than taught—
you have to experience it. However, there are ways to help foster enough safety to allow
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vulnerability to happen. While vulnerability is challenging, it is also one of the most
powerful experiences a human can experience. It is transformative to be exposed in one
sense, and in another sense to be loved.
Because we are alienated and fractured at our most fundamental places, our
relationship or our divine image, it is only in and through relationships that we are
healed. Often what keeps people from being more vulnerable is the experience, whether
real or perceived, that if they are vulnerable, they will be shamed or ashamed. Brown
teaches powerfully about this also. Shame is essentially the fear of being unlovable— that
a person will find out something about me and I will be exposed as being so deeply
flawed that I am unlovable. This fear of being exposed or being unlovable evokes a deep
emotion in us that is often difficult to describe- but we have all felt that fear-like feeling
of shame or the belief that we are bad or at least not good enough. When shame is left on
its own in the darkness it grows in secrecy and judgement. However, when shame or the
experience of shame filled events done to a person or things the person has done can
come into the light of another human being, the shame can be broken, especially if the
other person possesses the skill of empathy. Deep down human beings fear that if they
are really known, they would be unlovable, but the opposite is true of the human
experience. When people can be honest about themselves, others often love them more.
Observations From Biblical-Theological Foundations
The biblical and theological review reinforced the idea that humanity is
helplessly fractured at the deepest place possible— relationships. It is through
relationship, especially those pressing toward health, that healing can occur. There is
nothing magical about a band. A band is simply a container, or a model that helps
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facilitate relationships. Just like a fireplace is a safe and contained place to start a fire, a
band is intended to be a safe space for relationships. The irony is that while having had a
context of a prior friendship sometimes can help a band have less of an awkward start, in
reality people who did not know each other at all and have started successful bands
together. This is because the model itself helps create a safe place for relationships. On
the flip side, with students, having had at least some prior relationship, even if they had
only known one another for a semester, made for a more successful band experience.
The theme of the biblical and theological review for this project was that while
humans are fractured most deeply in their relationships through separation, lack, and sin,
but through relationship humans become whole, are healed, and I would argue made
holy. Although, as has been stated earlier, I have become increasingly intolerant of a
biblical notion of holiness that does not bring with it deep humanity or humaneness.
Finding 3: Clearer telos, milestones and mountaintops
In Chapter four I summarized this finding by stating that bands need clearer goals.
Spiritual growth alone is not specific enough. They need clearly defined mountain tops
and milestones so that participants know what they are aiming at and know to celebrate
when they get there.
Personal Observations
This finding was rooted in comments by students wanting more clarity around
what a band’s purpose is. I heard this implicitly across this study. Participants need a
better sense of what they are aiming at in the band. What is the clear purpose? What is
the telos or end in mind? While that might be difficult to name at the beginning of a
three-month journey in a band, it does shed light on a deeper need within Seedbed’s
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model of banded discipleship. There is a clear need for benchmarks of success, and
celebrations of milestones.
I had something of an epiphany as I reflected on the focus group responses and
collected data. I have lead dozens of seminars teaching people about bands, I have fielded
hundreds of questions in both group environment and on phone and by email with both
participants and pastoral leaders starting bands initiatives. Not a single adult has ever
asked me this question, What is it all for? Yet in the interview a young lady said, “I think
I am needing more clarity about the purpose of the band, like I know it is to grow
spiritually, but how do you know if you are getting there?” This question was so simple
and so pure hearted that I suddenly realized something right in front of me. There was an
unspoken and gaping hole in the entire program. We talk about connection. We talk about
growing in community and creating a safe environment that allows confession and deeper
sharing. We talk about the how and what constantly, and yet, somehow, we are failing at
the point of “why?”. Suddenly, I realized that if we do not spell out for people what they
are aiming at, we end up with the same problem plaguing discipleship across the church
in North America. We make a nebulous call to become more like Jesus full of platitudes
without telling people how to get there.
On a whiteboard with colleagues at Seedbed shortly after writing chapter four of
this project. I wrote a dot on the board as a starting place and said,
We have learned the barriers to starting a band (i.e. difference between
small group and band, embracing a micro group of 3 to 4, and seeing the
need for same gender meetings with the same questions each week)…we
know what it takes to successfully start a band (i.e. Learn what a band is
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and does, find your people, and find a consistent time to meet), but we
have yet to name what we are aiming at.
I wrote a dot on the opposite side of the board and asked, “What is the end goal or
telos?”. We began with the obvious— maturity as a follower of Jesus, and Christ-like
character. As we pressed on, I kept asking, “But what does that look like? How would we
know this person if we met them?” This is part of what makes diet program advertising
so compelling, a before and after picture of the person at 300 pounds and the after picture
of them at 175 pounds. The picture tells you everything about that person’s bodily
transformation. So, what is the before and after of a life of consistent discipleship and
maturity as a follower of Jesus? We began to write words like, “Thriving, deepwholeness, and flourishing”. We asked “what would this person be like? And What
would their relationships be like?” What behaviors would they exhibit? Is this not why
Jesus himself came incarnate? Did Jesus come so that we could see a picture of the
perfect human being and how he responded to conflict, how he prayed, how he loved,
how he healed, how he lead others? Did He come to show us his humility and strength,
his freedom and obedience?
Rather than trying to pack all of this into a massive and heavy weekly meeting,
we began to name as many benchmarks and milestones as we could name: No more
secrets, consistent confession of sins and failure, consistent witness to successes, the
consistent practice of praying for others and being prayed for, a commitment to sobriety
from unhealthy compulsions or appetites to food, drink, sex, and so forth. We talked
about stewardship of the body through sleep, sunlight, diet, and exercise. We discussed
the commitment of people who after a few years of being in a band discipled a few others
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by starting a band with younger folks and journeying with them for a year or two. We
asked what it looks like to go on retreats, to celebrate, to gather testimony and stories. We
saw the blaring gap and need for clear “before and afters” that illustrate to people both
what this is all for and how to celebrate when they get there. In short, this single question
may have changed the entire course of the next ten years of our work with discipleship
bands at Seedbed.
Observations from Literature Review
When I spoke of recovery models, particularly Alcoholics Anonymous (AA), one
of the things that I thought was extraordinary about AA meetings is that they begin every
meeting by reading what is called the “Twelve Traditions.” The “Twelve Traditions” are
both an outline and summary of the program and its purpose. Tradition five says, “Each
group has but one primary purpose–to carry its message to the alcoholic who still
suffers.” This is a great commission statement. What if every church service a person
were to attended started by stating that they gather for one primary purpose— to carry the
message of the gospel to every human being who suffers? How might the ingrown
purposes of our anemic services change with such a purpose? What is lesser known
among AA participants are “The Twelve Promises.” These ring of the kind of telos that is
likely needed for a discipleship band. I quote them here to illustrate the point:

The Twelve Promises
We are going to know a new freedom and a new happiness.
We will not regret the past nor wish to shut the door on it.
We will comprehend the word serenity.
We will know peace.
No matter how far down the scale we have gone, we will see how our
experience can benefit others.
6. That feeling of uselessness and self-pity will disappear.
7. We will lose interest in selfish things and gain interest in our fellows.
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
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8. Self-seeking will slip away.
9. Our whole attitude and outlook on life will change.
10. Fear of people and economic insecurity will leave us.
11. We will intuitively know how to handle situations which used to baffle
us.
12. We will suddenly realize that God is doing for us what we could not
do for ourselves.

This is the type of clarity people need, that give people a sense of what they might
experience along the way. Members of AA are even so bold as to say at the beginning
that this is not a pipe dream, many will experience all these things before they are half
way through the process which is lifelong. Discipleship programs try not be too
prescriptive, but it seems as though churches are prescriptive in many ways, but few in
the ways that really count. Churches are prescriptive about such things as worship styles,
length and type of sermon, church attendance, giving, communion, and baptism to name
a few. However, the church is not prescriptive about what the life of a disciples should
look like. I am not speaking of do’s and don’ts, I am speaking of casting a vision before
people of what the aims are, and giving them a structure to advance through. This was the
genius of the early Methodists under the leadership of Wesley. They had community
structure, and they had requirements for membership and ways for them to advance. The
only thing that would hold someone back from going on to deeper levels of Christian
maturity was the will of the person himself or herself. If they did not want to be in a

band, they did not have to, but it was always there before them as a deeper option. If band
members did not want to advance into a select xociety, they did not have to, but is was
always an option for those who were seeking after God with greater depth in community.
Observations From Biblical-Theological Foundations
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While the biblical and theological work did not speak explicitly to this finding.
There are several themes that support the research. First, Acts 2 is a sort of prototype for
the type of community Seedbed aims to promote. Engaging scripture is central, breaking
bread is daily, prayer is ongoing, and fellowship (koinonia) is experienced. Beyond the
practices, the outflow of this manner of relating drives toward a telos. How will Seedbed
know when it happens— will signs and wonders occur, will radical generosity transpire,
and will the faith become so contagious people are coming to saving faith and joining our
communities daily? The ultimate goal is to draw people to Christ. In John 17 Jesus
prayed that his people would so be marked by love and unity that the world would be
convinced of His reality as his people live His reality- on earth as it is in heaven. Perhaps
the simplest way to confess the lack of discipleship is to say that what is not happening is
known by what is not happening. Discipleship is not happening because God’s people are
not flourishing. They are languishing. This is the great need of the day.
Finding 4: The Model, the People, and a Time
In chapter four I stated that the successful start of a discipleship band hangs in the
balance of three things: Being clear what a band is and does, finding your people, and
finding your time to meet.
Personal Observations
While this finding may not necessitate the biblical and theological reflection of
the prior three, this finding both confirms the existing model, and suggests ways to clarify
the beginning points for those who would start a discipleship band in the future. Students
were surprisingly affirming of the simplicity of the model. They loved and regularly used
the printed bands card as their guide. They told me that all they really needed was the
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card and it had enough structure to it, that a person could be a part of a band without
having received any training whatsoever. That fact is encouraging because Seedbed often
finds itself informing and training someone who wants to start a band as a facilitator. The
facilitator’s role is to know enough about the model to explain it to others and invite
others to it. From there they need to invite find their people, invite them to join, and find
a consistent meeting time. I have consistently been in a band with two other gentlemen
for over five years. We have met every Friday morning at 9am. The time has never
changed, and it has become one of the most consistently attended to meetings in my life.
We never miss more than one Friday a month at most.
The research from both the quantitative and qualitative perspective said very
clearly that groups who found a consistent time to meet each week were far more likely
to have a successful experience. It is the number one indicator I located in the research
for a successful experience. While it may seem like a small thing, but it is one of the most
foundational things. I have started several other bands. I will find two to three other men
who have never experienced this level of confessional micro-community and invite them
into a band together. Sometimes I have joined them for a year and got a strong group
established and released it to continue. Other times we journeyed together in a trial band
for several months and those individuals went on to form a group of their own. In two of
my four band experiences,we had a consistent and set meeting time each week. In the
other two we had individuals with very sporadic schedules so that we had to find a time
at the end of every meeting to set the next meeting. The sum result in both of the bands
without a regular schedule was that we often only gathered two times or less per month.
Just as the research findings indicated with the students, the two band that only met two
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times or less per month, by and large, did not have a successful experience. The research
also confirmed two other important factors that seem small but are in fact foundational.
When it comes to length of the meeting, each person in the band needs to have an
average of twenty minutes. Thus, a group of three needs to carve out an hour for their
meeting. This allows for a few minutes of small talk and the opening and closing prayers,
along with giving each person about fifteen minutes to share personally when he or she
answers the questions, and five minutes to be prayed for. The research confirmed when
looking at individual responses that those who attempted to have fifteen minutes or less
per person, such as a group of four that only met for less than an hour, had far lower
favorability when they responded to the survey and focus group questions about spiritual
growth and positive experience. It confirmed the instinct that at least twenty minutes per
person is necessary to give enough time for sharing and prayer in a manner that is not
rushed.
The issue of finding people to band with is a major obstacle. In fact, Asbury
University there was less of an obstacle than there would be in the larger population.
Almost everywhere that we have offered training we run into the question, “how do I find
people to band with?” Although many people are hungry for this kind of interaction and
relationship, and people often struggle to believe that it is possible to find interested
persons. With college students everyone is in a similar season of life, with similar goals
and to some degree a common campus life together. Adults often imagine that there are
no others out there who are yearning for this kind of group. Even if there are others,
interested persons wonder to themselves, “Would people want to do this with me?”
Observations From Literature Review
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One of the works I consulted in the literature review was a book called Someone
to Talk to written by a sociologist named Mario Luis Small. In this book he unveils
research that flies contrary to conventional wisdom about who people choose to reveal
their personal matters to or to confide in. In his book he says, “Confiding in others is an
elementary way of seeking social support. It is an essential component of our mental
health and well-being. It is a primary means to avoid a sense of isolation” (Loc 65). In
this research, Small asked people to whom they confide personal matters, and
consistently people named what sociologies call the network of “strong ties” who are a
person’s three of four closest friends or family members. He then would change the
questions and ask the person to name “what are the most personally important matters
that currently concern you?” And after receiving a person’s responses he would then ask,
“Who was the last person you spoke to about any of these matters you listed?” It was
surprising that the interviewees indicated that, “the last person they had actually talked to
was someone they had not first named as a confidant, and was neither a family member
nor a close friend. Sometimes, they had confided in someone entirely surprising, like a
hairdresser or a long-lost acquaintance they had randomly run into” (Loc 90). Small goes
on to confirm that many times people confided in what sociologist call “loose tie”
networks. In other words, the core and guiding assumption is that it is only safe to
confide in “strong tie” networks, when, in fact, often our practice is to confide deeply
personal things with loose tie confidants— apparently often without realizing we are
doing it. Recovery communities know this well because the allow people to share deep
things in groups of strangers by creating a safe environment of anonymity. This has
taught us that, while having some context of connection is helpful, people could start a
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band with people who are not on their “close ties” lists. Many students indicated there
was at least one other person in the band that they knew prior to starting it, but many
bandmates meet and got to know each other as they started. This reveals that if a safe
environment is established, and people are given the ability to share at their own pace,
people can in fact have a successful band with almost anyone. The real key is that people
in the band desire to grow, show up, are real, and are consistent in the practice. Often, to
get people to start a band together, they have to lay aside their expectation that the people
they band with are going to become their deepest and closest friends. That of course
might happen, but it may not happen, but people can still have a successful experience.
We need look no further than the Moravian and Wesley band and class meeting structures
to confirm that people can have a manful group experience with people with whom they
do not know deeply if the environment is safe. Class meetings often joined with complete
strangers and neighbors to answer, “How is it with your soul?” With the Moravians,
Zinzendorf would pair up people by the house they lived in, by their marital status, or
simply by age. It does not require pre-existing deep friendship to enter this kind of
beneficial relationship. Going back even further, the Celtic practice of “soul friend” also
paired people up with new members of the community to create a deep connection.
Observations From Biblical-Theological Foundations
Two aspects of from the Bible are worth noting here. The first is that of meeting together.
The writer of Hebrews said simply "And let us not neglect our meeting together, as some

people do, but encourage one another, especially now that the day of his return is drawing
near” (Heb. 10:25 NLT). Did you notice in the passage that the writer of Hebrews seems
to be implying that people were giving up on meeting together? Apparently getting a
group together, starting out strong, and then slowly falling away from regular meetings
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was not any less common in the first century. The Hebrew writer told the people, and us,
to stay close to one another by making it a habit to meet together regularly and to love
and encourage one another often. This is a great picture of discipleship and captures the
real purpose of a band. The simple practice of constantly meeting together for fellowship
and mutual encouragement is simply biblical.
Second, Roman 12:13 says, “When God’s people are in need, be ready to help

them. Always be eager to practice hospitality.” Two Greek words are used here to make
up the word understood to be hospitality: philos which means “friend” and xenon which
means “stranger.” Hospitality is love of strangers. A discipleship band, no matter how
well or how little participants know each other, creates a space of hospitality. Most
people in person’s life are strangers until they create a space for the persons to take of
any masks they are wearing, and show up as their true selves. In a band, participants get
to love strangers into friendship. As Willard says, we need “beneficial relationship.” The
word for beneficial here come from two Latin words bene which is “good” and the root
officina which means factories. People need relationships which will be factories of
goodness in their lives. While a discipleship band is simply one model among many
possible models, I believe it offers great hope to create an environment which is rich for
making disciples in the context of deep relationships.
Ministry Implications of the Findings
The implications of this study are four-fold. First, it will directly impact how
Seedbed shapes the next five years of teaching, starting, and encouraging the practice of
the band meeting in local churches. Second, it has given us confirmations of right
instincts and directions. Third, it has also clarified some needed changes within the
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model. Finally, the aspirational impact is that this study could be utilized by other
Christian colleges and universities within their spiritual life on campus offerings.
First, the finding of greater clarity needed around the telos, or the goal of a
discipleship band has already created within Seedbed some strategic planning for the
ways Seedbed plans to unfold this work with greater measure in the months and years
ahead. Seedbed has plans to help people find others in their region and around the

country with whom to start a trial band. Seedbed believes a trial band should be a period
of three to six months to practice the model and see if the person can find a “right fit”
with the others in a band with. In addition, Seedbed is creating an online platform to help
people raise their hands and say they are interested in starting a band. From the
beginnings of this model in September of 2015 when Seedbed first shared it until now,
Seedbed has encouraged people to meet through zoom, FaceTime, or even over the
telephone when they are not in geographical proximity. This model works fantastically
well, even in remote locations, and hundreds of bands are meeting this way. When
Covid-19 hit, dozens of churches called Seedbed and inquired how they might transition
toward a model that encourages discipleship bands. Unlike ever before, the church is
waking up to the reality that online interaction, while never a complete substitute for
face-to-face time, can be an extraordinary form of connection. If the church is not aware
that God is and can use technology for his Spirit to touch and transform lives, the church
is missing it. Seedbed plans to not only expand its online training mechanisms, but also
has a robust plan to help people find others to band with.
Also along these lines is the work of benchmarks and milestones, Seedbed is
planning to create ways for people to celebrate victories and tell stories of life change.
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Seedbed is going to clarify its reasons and goals for doing this. Seedbed will create ways
to celebrate milestones at three months, six months, one year, and annually. Seedbed is
planning a retreat for people who have been in bands from more than two years to come
away and be encouraged. It is forming plans to help people who have been in bands for
greater than five years to intentionally multiply the efforts to make disciples through this
model by forming a band with three other younger members to encourage a lifestyle of

making disciples a few at a time.
Lastly, Seedbed is exploring the possibility of creating what it would call
“Freedom Bands”. It would function much like a typical band, but it would have the
added emphasis of a year-long process of recovery from any addiction or habit that a
person is struggling with. The goal would be to help people toward a full year of sobriety
from any addiction or habit such as food, alcohol, substance, porn, love addition,
codependency and so forth. Rather than recreate the already existing models of recovery
through things like Celebrate Recovery, AA, Divorce Care, and others Seedbed would
simply partner with those existing ministries. Members of a “Freedom Band” would
commit to gather as a band once a week and commit to attending the recovery
community of their choice for one full year. For all those who take that journey the year
will end with an annual retreat where Seedbed invites those who have completed the year
to potentially facilitate other freedom bands for people wanting a band. For far too long,
men and women in recovery have had to walk an anonymous journey alone. Through
Freedom Bands we hope to pair people up in groups of three or four to support one
another on a journey of recovery. Until the people of God, including the church’s leaders,
embrace a lifestyle of recovery and freedom from their unhealthy habits and hangups, the
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church has little hope to offer a broken and hurting world. The church must normalize
recovery as part the discipleship process.
Secondly, the research has confirmed some aspects of the discipleship band model
and indicated needed changes in other areas. It has confirmed that meeting three plus
times per month at a consistent time is an absolute must. It has confirmed that twenty
minutes allowed to each participant is important. It has confirmed that brief, but solid

training is needed to help people know what a band is and does, but that the training need
not be lengthy and drawn out.
On the other hand, it has indicated some needed changes in the model. Seedbed
has always said that a band is “three to five people who meet together…”, but I am more
convinced than ever that there is something extraordinary about groups of threes and
fours. A group of two becomes one-on-one mentoring, and while it can have its value, it
is often desired and seldom fullfilled. Many who started out firmly committed to making
disciples discover along the way that one-on-one is very demanding and unsustainable,
while one with two or three creates a strength that is hard to match. (See Greg Ogden and
Robby Gallaty on confirming this dynamic.) However, five members begins to get too
large. It might seem like a small jump from four to five, but the group dynamics multiply
exponentially with each person added. Seedbed needs to clarify its model to groups of
threes and fours, which will also continue to reinforce why these micro-groups are in fact
not small groups.
Finally, the research suggests the possibility that this study could be used by other
Christian college campus ministries. This project was completed in the context of college
with students aged 18 to 22. I questioned whether students would even be interested in
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this model. I also questioned whether doing this with 18- to 22-year-olds would give
Seedbed the information needed to learn more about a model that had to date mostly been
introduced to adults in other age groups. However, Seedbed’s instincts were that a
discipleship band is not simply for “advanced” Christians, but for anyone who desires to
grow in Christ. Seedbed argued that it is not for advanced Christians and asked the
question, “If you introduced this model to a few brand new baby Christians and simply

said, here is what you do, could this simply be a normative activity for any growing
Christian?” Essentially, that is what we ended up doing in partnership with Asbury.
Asbury introduced the model with a series of chapels under the banner of “banded”. They
wanted to convey that the Christian life is a “banded” life. Christians need each other to
grow, so Asbury sought to try a model that would allow for deep authentic friendship in
confessional micro-community. The response from students was surprising. The students
had a greater hunger for this kind of connection than was unexpected, not only by me, but
also by the staff at Asbury University. We were shocked when nearly 300 students
showed up to the orientation meeting. Ultimately nearly 250 students participated in a
band. On a campus with just over 1200 full times students, that was a remarkable
response. It is my hope that more campus ministries can be so bold as to try a model with
this kind of potential for spiritual growth.
Limitations of the Study
In considering the few limitations in terms of the generalization of this study, it
must be stated that while Seedbed’s model of discipleship bands has predominantly been
introduced to adults in local church settings, the scope of this project’s research data
findings are from college aged students. Additionally, students had only participated for a
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total of thirteen weeks before the research was conducted. Ideally, the research might
have been more substantial if it could have been conducted after two full semesters of
experience rather than one. Another factor to consider is the Wesleyan holiness
theological tradition that is deeply rooted at Asbury University. While, this is a strength
of the campus, it may be that this model was more easily adopted and introduced campus
wide because of these traditions and existing confidence in a model that was adapted

from John Wesley’s band meeting of early Methodism. Campus ministries on other
colleges may find this approach harder to adopt.
Also, one consideration of researching something so soon after it was introduced
is that there was a sort of “buzz” around the program, which may have swayed students
to be more positive about the experience. One of the things I personally attempted to do
was to invite honest feedback and encourage students to share their experience both
positive and negative. I was pleased that I had several students participate in the
questionnaire and focus group interview that conveyed a less than favorable experience.
However, a limitation to consider is that this research was conducted in a honeymoon
phase of this program at Asbury University and that may have swayed students’ opinions
to some degree.
Another challenge I faced was that we were nearing the end of the fall semester in
2018 when the research was conducted. We were nearing Christmas break and finals, and
so three students did not show up for the focus group interviews.
Unexpected Observations
There were several unexpected observations for me across the course of this
project. Initially, I was delightfully surprised at how excited students at Asbury were to
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experiment with the discipleship bands model. In all honestly, I was planning initially to
study bands in a church setting in Alabama where about thirty adults had been invested in
bands for the duration of about a year. However, the tremendous response of students at
Asbury after we introduced the model caused me to quickly change course and desire to
research what the students experienced.
Another surprising observation came in the focus group interviews among

students that had a less than ideal experience. There were about three across the
interviews, and each of them said independently of each other, that although they had
faced some group dynamic challenges, they were excited to find a new group and start
again. In other words, they did not look at the model as flawed or broken, they just
determined that finding the right people would overcome those obstacles. In part, this
may have been because they heard so many other positive reports in the group itself, but
it was unexpected for me that they would say they wanted to give it another try after a
less than ideal experience.
One other unexpected observation that stood out to me was from the focus group
interviews where two brothers shared about their experience. One was a junior and the
other was a freshman. In the interview they looked at each other and the older brother
said, “We have known each other our whole lives, and yet these past three months in the
band we have become closer than we have ever been.” This is the power of vulnerability
and relationship on display. Joseph Myers teaches that proximity and times spent in a
relationship do not necessarily equate to belonging. In fact, we can sometimes feel the
most isolated and lonely around people we have known our whole lives as in marriage or
in the nuclear family. It is a common myth of belonging that just because we have known
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someone or lived with someone that we will feel connected. We often incorrectly assume
that people are connected if they live together or spend a lot of time together. The story of
the two brothers exemplifies how vulnerability and safety, and a structure that promotes
deeper sharing fosters deep connection. This was encouraging.

Recommendations
The nature of this project was that of post-intervention. This was an established
model produced by Seedbed, and the intention of the research was to find ways to
improve the model. The following are recommendations for Seedbed followed by some
general recommendations for future research.
First, A stronger “read together” component is needed in the discipleship bands
program if engaging with scripture is a desired outcome. Utilizing the discipleship bands
app could aid in habit formation but a study or scripture readings aimed at this target
demographic would be need.
Second, bands that have three and four members (not two, five or six), who meet
consistently for an average of three plus times per month at a consistent time and give
each member twenty minutes to share and be prayed over have the most potential to
thrive and contribute to spiritual growth. Therefore, I recommend the model be changed
to suggest the number of participants to three to four people per band.
Third, as stated in my research findings, a deeper theology of “self” and the body
could be interwoven in the model in ways that are both natural to the approach but affirm
the journey from inner transformation to outward expression and connection. I believe
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that embracing the language of the fourfold fracturing of relationships and the need for
restoration through relationship could be key to this. The added benefit of this approach
is not only a counterbalance to often unhelpful body-soul dualism but also promotes not
only stewardship of the body, but also of creation.
Fourth, I am becoming more convinced that while the language of “band” has
been a helpful nod to early Methodism, the word itself can be cumbersome and often
misunderstood to be some sort of rock band. I have come to prefer the phrase “banded
fellowship” or simply “banded” over that of “band” and “bands”. While the model needs
to be called something, it may help with its proliferation and adoption to consider calling
it something else. In addition, while it is hard to find a better word than soul which both
conveys “inner being” and our spiritual life in God, The word often requires education to
answer the question itself. I believe Seedbed will increasingly run into the problem of
language itself being an obstacle to the model. Soul, sins, spirit, and secrets are words
that carry depth. That has a strength, but it is also a potential barrier to adoption.
5.

Fifth, I am more convinced than ever that a strength of this model lies in

creating a safe environment for participants to share. During a person’s first
couple of years of participation in a band, the seven commitments are of
paramount importance. It is important to make them a repetitive and central part
of the meeting itself while also trying to not make it a cumbersome addition to the
meeting structure.
6.

Lastly, there is a tension that exists between not giving advice, and the

biblical aspects of spiritual gifts. For example, helping people find ways to speak
words of blessing and encouragement, and even the exploration of prophetic and
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healing gifts within the band could be explored. I believe one aspect of stronger
goals and milestones would be to introduced ways for band members to
experiment with spiritual gifts as part of the process. I consistently heard from
students that the most memorable moments they could recall were times they felt
that God used them to minister to others in the band. The band is a safe enough
and small enough place to learn how to pray and learn how to discern what God
might be saying for another person. The key is to keep the environment safe, but I
believe that as people advance in the practice and in trust for one another, there
could be some ways to encourage the release of more of those kinds of
interactions and ministries.
Postscript
This journey for me has been a long time coming. When I started this project in
the summer of 2015, I knew that I wanted to do something that focused on microcommunity formation. I had spent enough time leading small groups and training small
group leaders to know that they were often over-promising and underproducing in results.
I longed for a deeper experience not only in my own life, but I wanted to learn what
discipleship could look like, and how to assist others along in the journey. When I started
this project, I did not work for Seedbed. We had barely launched New Room conference.
However, I left New Room Conference in 2014 where I had volunteered at Seedbed’s
first event, and I knew I needed to read Radical Wesley by Howard Snyder. I read the
book the following week, and a week after that I asked two friends— Mike and Stan if
they would start a band with me. I knew nothing about it, all I had were the original band
meeting questions that John Wesley had drafted. It was awkward, but we got together
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twice a month and answered the questions. I knew it had potential, but I also knew that I
could barely bring myself to do it let alone getting others to come along. I had no idea
that six years later we would have developed a model that several thousand people are
adopting, learning from, and making their own. Ours of course is just an adaptation and
somewhat of a hybrid between band and class meetings. However, I am convinced we
have barely scratched the surface of the potential in these deep wells. We likely have

many iterations to go before this model truly could proliferate. However, because I have
seen the dramatic changes in my own life, in the lives of my bandmates, and I have heard
dramatic testimony to the transformation happening in others, I know we have something
here. Something that sticks at the nerve of primitive hristianity. For this I am forever
grateful to have been a small part.
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Appendix A: Focus Group Questions
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Appendix B. Informed Consent Letter
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Appendix C. Survey Questions
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Appendix D. Wesley's Rules for The Bands
Drawn up December 25, 1738.
The design of our meeting is, to obey that command of God, "Confess your faults
one to another, and pray one for another, that ye may be healed” (James 5:16)
To this end, we intend:
1. To meet once a week, at the least.
2. To come punctually at the hour appointed, without some extraordinary reason.
3. To begin (those of us who are present) exactly at the hour, with singing or prayer.
4. To speak each of us in order, freely and plainly, the true state of our souls, with the
faults we have committed in thought, word, or deed, and the temptations we have felt,
since our last meeting.
5. To end every meeting with prayer, suited to the state of each person present.
6. To desire some person among us to speak his own state first, and then to ask the rest, in
order, as many and as searching questions as may be, concerning their state, sins, and
temptations.
Some of the questions proposed to every one before he is admitted among us may be
to this effect:
1. Have you the forgiveness of your sins?
2. Have you peace with God, through our Lord Jesus Christ?
3. Have you the witness of God's Spirit with your spirit, that you are a child of God?
4. Is the love of God shed abroad in your heart?
5. Has no sin, inward or outward, dominion over you?
6. Do you desire to be told of your faults?
7. Do you desire to be told of all your faults, and that plain and home?
8. Do you desire that every one of us should tell you, from time to time, whatsoever is in
his heart concerning you?
9. Consider! Do you desire we should tell you whatsoever we think, whatsoever we fear,
whatsoever we hear, concerning you?
10. Do you desire that, in doing this, we should come as close as possible, that we should
cut to the quick, and search your heart to the bottom?
11. Is it your desire and design to be on this, and all other occasions, entirely open, so as
to speak everything that is in your heart without exception, without disguise, and
without reserve? (Henderson, 117-119)
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